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Text: Matthew 15:21-28 

21 Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 22 Just then 

a Canaanite woman from that region came out and started shouting, “Have mercy on me, 

Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.” 23 But he did not answer her 

at all. And his disciples came and urged him, saying, “Send her away, for she keeps 

shouting after us.” 24 He answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of 

Israel.” 25 But she came and knelt before him, saying, “Lord, help me.” 26 He answered, “It 

is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” 27 She said, “Yes, Lord, yet 

even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” 28 Then Jesus answered 

her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.” And her daughter 

was healed instantly. 

1   

The eruption of demeaning rhetoric last weekend — metastasizing outward from 

Charlottesville, denigrating Jews, persons of color, and immigrants — brought back a memory 

from three years ago. In 2014 a police officer who shot and killed the unarmed Michael Brown in 

the streets of Ferguson, MO was found by a grand jury to have committed no criminal act. After 

that verdict, another church member and I placed a sign on the front of the church building in 

Connecticut. The sign read: “Remember Ferguson; Black Lives Matter.” We hung it just below 

the cross.  

Some members of the church appreciated the witness. Some criticized it angrily. One 

wrote me, saying that all lives matter, and that when I and others singled out black lives, we 

depreciated the value of others. He said I was contributing to the divisiveness around issues of 

race, and that he expected better from me.  

Others shared objections based in their reading of the Bible. In response to the 

proclamation that “Black Lives Matter,” they said that Jesus died on the cross for all people.  

That may be true. But I have yet to hear the gospel story in which Jesus says, “All lives 

matter.” Quite the contrary. When Samaritans were scorned and spurned, Jesus told a story 

saying that Samaritan lives matter. When tax collectors were reviled and rejected, Jesus told a 

story saying that tax collectors’ lives matter. When women were marginalized and minimized, 

the gospel told stories saying that women’s lives matter.  

Except in the story we have for today — where Jesus, our model of morality and 

goodness and holiness, got it wrong. The male Jesus joined other men in putting down a woman. 

The Jesus who was part of a colonizing nation joined other colonizers in putting down one who 

was native born. The Jesus recognized as having authority as a teacher of God’s Word put down 

someone less powerful than he.  
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In a week when people of faith and conscience have been brought face-to-face with the 

bone-deep racism of our society — a white supremacy both cast in bronze statues and enshrined 

in law — it is startling to realize that even Jesus had to confront the demonic part of his nature 

that led him to look at another human being and disregard her dignity and worth.  

2    

The story begins: Jesus went away to the region of Tyre and Sidon, where he was 

approached by a Canaanite woman. That one verse speaks volumes: Jesus traveled well north of 

the territory of Israel. He left the regions that any Jews would think of as “home,” and met up 

with a foreigner who was most definitely one of “them” and not one of “us.” The Canaanites 

were those who had occupied the land of milk and honey before Joshua led the tribes of Israel 

out of the wilderness and into that land and forcibly removed them.  

The Canaanite woman asked for help for her sick daughter. She called out, “Have mercy 

on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.” She knew enough of Jesus to 

seek healing from him; she called him “Lord,” or master, a term of respect, she acknowledged 

his heritage as a direct descendant of Israel’s greatest ruler, King David. Jesus, the one that we 

usually think of as gentle and generous, replied by saying nothing to her: a silence that 

perpetuated the status quo. The posse who traveled with him said, “Send her packing, Jesus. 

She’s a pain in the neck,” or words to that effect. And Jesus agreed, saying, “I’m only here for 

my own people, the Israelites.” But this woman — remember, she was seeking a cure for her 

daughter — was not about to be dissuaded. After all: if a woman were easily turned aside by a 

man who put her down, she would end up everlastingly empty-handed. Because that’s how 

sexism works, then and now.  

So the Canaanite woman persisted.  

You remember how “she persisted” became a byword in our country, a few months back, 

when a US senator who happens to represent our state was reading into the record the words of 

Mrs. Coretta Scott King, who had written about the abuse of power by a former US senator who 

was nominated to become this country’s most senior law enforcement official. She was silenced 

by a senior member of the old white male establishment. The silencer said this, of the female 

senator: “She was warned. She was given an explanation. Nevertheless, she persisted.” He meant 

it as a rebuke. He miscalculated.  

So did the disciples miscalculate, and so did Jesus. And the Canaanite woman persisted. 

Jesus said — frankly, it’s hard to repeat his words aloud — “It is not fair to take the 

children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” (Mt 15:27) He used a traditional term for the Jews — 

“children,” meaning God’s beloved children. He uses another traditional term for the foreigner: 

he called her a dog. He called her a dog!  

But this woman was so focused on her daughter’s need for healing and hope — she was 

so determined to have what she needed from this man who had the power to help her girl, 

however miserably he treated her — that she persisted, saying, “You know, even dogs get to eat 

the scraps that fall from their master’s table.”  

Maybe the Canaanite woman had learned the hard way that feelings of bitterness or 

discouragement were only a distraction: however much Jesus’ words hurt, the only thing that 

mattered was getting what she needed: healing for her daughter. Even more, she did not let 
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Jesus’ rudeness change who she was. She did not allow his apparent scorn for her identity as one 

of “them” to set the tone for her own response. She heard his dismissive, demeaning comment 

and said — I’m paraphrasing here — “There’s another way of looking at this, Lord. You call me 

whatever you wish, but I know God has something for me, even if it’s a crumb: and from God, 

even a crumb is more than enough.”  

God only knows what went through Jesus’ heart and mind. But the result was that he 

sloughed off his patriarchal and nationalistic and supremacist attitude like it was a moldy old 

skin. Jesus said: “‘Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.’ And her 

daughter was healed instantly.” (Mt 15:28) 

This gospel shows Jesus acting with supremacy over another human — perhaps the only 

time Jesus performs such an ungodly, reprehensible action.  

Nationalist racism is just that pernicious: that even the only-begotten of God had to deal 

with the sinful belief that his tribe was more deserving than another tribes.  

Sexism is just that pernicious: that even God’s son could fail to respond to a woman, and 

then, when pushed, disregard what she had to say.  

3   

But she persisted. Thank God, she persisted, with a voice from the margin — from a 

woman and a foreigner — who refused to be treated like refuse.  

So if you haven’t finished dealing with your own racism and sexism — and on this side 

of the grave I suspect we all have more to do in that regard — at least you have company in 

Jesus. It would have been better if we simply valued the other as if she were our own self, from 

the outset. But when we do not, at least we have a model in Jesus, who changes his mind and 

changes his heart and recognizes the true faith of the foreign woman. We could use that model 

today.  

Because the crisis we face in this moment is not the murderous action of one bitter man 

who drove his car into a crowd of protestors. The crisis we face is not even the crowd of angry 

twisted souls who gathered under the banners of white supremacy and racial extermination. The 

crisis is deeper, written in the culture and the laws and the teaching that forms people with such 

demonic ideas.  

Some say that the Anglo-Saxon peoples are more truly American than African or Asian 

or Latino or Islander peoples. To say so is an absurdity and an offense to our ideals. Yet that 

belief in the superiority of the Anglo-Saxons was a defining belief that formed this country. It 

exists in law and in culture, and our gospel calls us to repent, persistently.  

The notion that the religion of our teacher and savior, Judaism, does not belong among us 

is to say that Jesus himself does not belong among us. Yet our country is infected with that 

notion, and our gospel calls us to repent, persistently.  

Declaring that we were founded as a Christian people is revisionist history that ignores 

founding documents, and also papers over the founders’ readiness to exterminate the First 

Nations who were already here and to enslave human beings as chattel. We were always of 

multiple faith traditions, and we have never yet lived up to the demands of the gospel. Even the 
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term “Christian nation” is an oxymoron, because to follow the teachings of Christ is to reject the 

whole notion of nationality, persistently 
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The gospel of Jesus Christ calls us to repent. The gospel calls us to persistently resist the 

hateful rhetoric of Charlottesville, yes. The gospel propels us to do the more lasting and more 

difficult work of correcting the bad history (and theology) being taught, which produces the 

twisted, hateful souls who brought their vile rhetoric to Charlottesville.  

Our real work is in classrooms, on school boards, in elections, in community forums, in 

town meetings, in the visual and performing arts — in every place where we can persistently 

speak up and speak out with gospel truths of the inherent worth and dignity and beauty of every 

creature.  

And remember that it is a certainty that in our day, just as in Jesus’ day, we will be 

redeemed by the voices that come from the margins of our society. When black lives are being 

targeted, listen for the gospel truth from black voices. When Jewish lives are being targeted, 

listen for the gospel truth from Jewish voices. When LGBTQIAP+ lives are being targeted, listen 

for the gospel truth from LGBTQIAP+ voices. When women’s lives are being targeted, listen for 

the gospel truth from women’s voices.  
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When the gospel truth gets told, it’s probably going to sting. But it will also heal us just 

as surely as it healed the Canaanite woman’s daughter who had been infected by a demon — and 

even healed Jesus of his demon. The persistent gospel truth that comes from the margins — from 

the people we have dishonored, demeaned, dismissed, disregarded – that persistent gospel truth 

will heal us, will make us whole.  


