
LESSON LEARNED? 

11 Pentecost – A August 20, 2017    Matthew 15:10-28   

 

This is one of the most difficult passages of scripture to hear, because Jesus seems to contradict his 

own words: “Listen and understand: it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but it is 

what comes out of the mouth that defiles.” 

In the Revised Common Lectionary, vv. 10-20 of this passage are “optional” reading as part of this 

gospel, probably because the portion that follows seems to be pretty well self-contained, and happens 

in a different place. Yet, the disciples’ urging to send the Canaanite woman away, together with 

Jesus’ initial words (once he pays any attention to her at all) seem to go against what Jesus had just 

taught prior to their journey into Canaanite territory.   

Traditional interpretations have tried to explain (water down) what Jesus said. Probably the oldest 

one I remember is that Jesus said those ugly things to this woman to test her.  But a much older me, 

the one who ultimately became a parent and a grandparent, decided some time ago that this would be 

an absolutely cruel thing to say to a mother pleading for the health of her child. “It is not fair to take 

the children’s food and throw it to the dogs” sounds pretty insulting. To our 21st century sensibilities 

it sounds even more insulting because Jesus says this to a woman.   

Jesus’ initial response to the disciples was, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 

So the Canaanite woman was outside of that circle because she was of a different nationality, culture, 

and religion.  That’s essentially the moral equivalent of: “Shouldn’t we be helping our own?” or 

“Instead of helping (fill in the blank) we should be taking care of our homeless veterans.”   

That is where I could get on a moral soapbox and say: #1: Why can’t we do both?; and #2: If we 

actually “helped our own” and took care of “our homeless veterans” every time those words were 

invoked as a reason to avoid helping others, we would not have any problems among “our own” or 

“our homeless veterans,” and I don’t believe our well of resources would be dry for others, either. 

But that’s another sermon for another day. 

Some time back, I decided that Jesus said what he said for shock value. In other words, the teachable 

moment began when Jesus uttered what we would consider to be words of bigotry, just so those 

words could hang in the air in all of their ugliness. But, did they sound bigoted to disciples who 

considered themselves to be part of “God’s chosen people?” (Matthew doesn’t record any of the 

disciples gasping in shock or saying, “Jesus, Master, Teacher, you shouldn’t say that to another 

human being.”)  

Modern interpretations suggest that this story is told because the Canaanite woman’s bold reply to 

Jesus helped him understand that his ministry was not only to “the chosen people” but to all the ends 

of the earth—a directive Jesus will give to his followers as he proclaims in the Great Commission at 

the very end of Matthew’s gospel. The problem is that, because we see Jesus as Son of God (God-

with-us), we can’t imagine that there are any lessons that he needs to learn. However, in the creeds, 

we profess that Jesus is “fully God and fully human”—something that we can’t parse easily in our 

limited minds. But it does allow for Jesus to grow in wisdom and understanding of his ministry.  

Where does that put the dividing line between human and divine? When I was in seminary, one of 

my classmates asked the question that we all wonder about in some way or another: “What did Jesus 

know and when did he know it?” [Our class was old enough to remember the Watergate hearings, so 

that question was relevant at the time. Actually, I think it might be as timely as ever in these days.] 

Interpretations of Scripture are as reliable as the information we have, and the theology we impose on 
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them; so none of the interpretations I’ve suggested to you is guaranteed to be 100% accurate. They 

are attempts to better gain an understanding of Scripture and, more importantly, what implications 

these understandings have for us today. 

Given the events of Charlottesville, the recent instances of terrorism, and the ongoing violence, 

rebellion, and general state of suspicion in the world, I suspect that Scripture today has a lot to say to us 

about fear of “the other” and our need to accept people, especially people who do not look like us. 

Different cultures and religions still arouse suspicion in us, especially when we see the most radical 

expressions of those whose beliefs are “extreme.” If we’ve been reminded of anything recently, it’s the 

idea that extremists are scary, whether they are ISIS or Nazis.  When armed militia-types surround a 

synagogue in Charlottesville, or ISIS claims “credit” for running down crowds of people in Barcelona, 

there is reason for all of us to be afraid. Whether they are so-called Islamic terrorists or fundamentalists 

who call themselves “Christian,” evil is evil and we need to call it out. Yet if we only look at strangers 

as terrorists or extremists, we will fail to see the very creation that God called “good.” 

Whether you believe Jesus was teaching a lesson in the story of the Canaanite woman who 

approached him on behalf of her daughter, or whether you suspect that perhaps this woman helped 

open Jesus’ eyes to the full scope of his mission, there is something we can all learn from this 

account. For me, I think it means the circle of people we call “children of God” is much larger than I 

had once believed. I also suspect that the mission of the church of Jesus Christ is not as much about 

“converting” people as it involves showing them God’s love in Jesus as we understand it.  Jesus 

didn’t ask the Canaanite woman to “believe and be baptized.” Instead, he marveled at her faith. She 

believed that this man of God would treat her (or could be convinced to treat her) mercifully and 

justly.  

Here’s where we come in on this teaching. Jesus believes in us enough to call us into partnership with 

him. When he sent his disciples (the twelve as well as the rest of the believers) out into the world, he 

didn’t put limits on what they could do or among whom they should be doing ministry. We’re quite a 

few chapters from the end of this gospel, but we know where things are leading.  And they lead to 

Jesus’ ministry continuing on this earth, beyond his earthly ministry, through all of those he calls, 

equips, and sends.  Especially in these days where hatred visits itself upon us and our neighbors—in 

Tiki torches and Nazi salutes, in exploding vests and IEDs, vehicles that mow down people and 

planes that burst through buildings—the voice of the God of Peace needs to be heard and shared. 

That’s the way to build relationships of understanding and trust. 

How you and I fit into this mission might be very different. But know this: when the people of 

Emmanuel Church make a difference in the lives of a few here and a few there, we become the 

microcosm of something much greater that God will accomplish through God’s people. God has 

already planted the seeds in this community. Together we will grow, continue to learn, and become 

more and more the people God knows we can be.   

That becoming is expressed well in today’s Prayer of the Day: 

God of all peoples, your arms reach out to embrace all those who call upon you. 

Teach us as disciples of your Son to love the world with compassion and constancy, 

that your name may be known throughout the earth, through Jesus Christ, our Savior 

and Lord. Amen. 


