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The story of the Canaanite woman in the Gospel story today presents readers with a lot of information to process 

in a very short pericope. This story is set up to be very complex. It makes the reader spend time with it in order 

to draw out the wisdom and grace. Just because it’s a short story doesn’t mean we should race through it. Time 

is an important feature in the story of Jesus. Time is the vehicle of grace. 

 

When we’re first introduced to this story it strikes us as a little… unusual; inconsistent with the image of a gentle 

Jesus. We’ve generally come to believe that Jesus welcomes the sinner, loves everybody, suffers the little 

children to come to him. This passage stands in stark contrast to those notions. In this story Jesus seems kind 

of, well, mean. I think that comes across more because of how we’re reading it than from the text itself. 

 

The scene for this encounter is often focused on indirect communication patterns. It starts with a Canaanite 

woman shouting from a distance in the general direction of Jesus. There can scarcely be direct, meaningful 

dialog between two people when one must call out, over a distance, and past a group of people, to address a 

specific individual.  

 

The disciples comment *about* this woman. They neither regard her as being in their proximity, nor do they 

speak directly to her. Their attention is on Jesus. Jesus has something to say in this moment, but Matthew 

doesn’t tell us specifically to whom Jesus answers. It just says “he answered.” Two people are speaking to Jesus: 

the woman and the disciples. When Jesus responds, it’s not clear who the recipient is supposed to be. Later in 

this passage, Matthew clearly identifies the recipient of Jesus’ toward the end of this passage where he writes, 

“Then Jesus answered her.” This first response is ambiguous. 

 

At this point Matthew describes the woman now standing right in front of Jesus. She’s finally able to speak with 

him directly. Once again Jesus has a response. This time it’s clear that he’s speaking directly back to the woman. 

Speaker and hearer are now very clearly identified, but that’s the only clear and direct thing happening. This is 

where it gets really interesting. 

 

My first question is this: where did the dog come from? There’s no mention of any dogs anywhere in the lead-up 

to this passage. Suddenly there’s a dog at the dinner table involved in this woman’s complaint. The woman’s 

response to Jesus suggests that the two of them both know something about dogs - perhaps one dog in 

particular. They have a clear understanding, but we don’t. There’s something else going on here that we are not 

privy to. 

 

When people are presented with incomplete information, we naturally fill in the blanks. With information drawn 

from our own experience and blended with the context of the event, we extrapolate what we think is happening. 

This is where I think our reading of the passage makes it feel awkward, where Jesus comes off as mean, or 

caves in a metaphorical debate with someone. This story strikes us as atypical because of the way we’re filling 

in the blanks. 

 

Let’s go back to the dog. Some would argue that scripture references to dogs all have negative connotations, 

but we know that’s not true. There is no universal opinion about dogs - sometimes they’re good, sometimes 

they’re not. In this passage there’s no judgement call at all on the nature of the dog in question. Nevertheless, 

dogs have a reputation. 

 



There have been tendencies to equate the woman with the dog, as though the canine reference is some kind of 

slur about Canaanite people. Suggestions have been made that the status of this Canaanite woman, much like 

a dog, is less than human. This suggestion supports the assertion that Jesus’ initial interaction with her, when 

he answered, "I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel," continued the indirect communication 

pattern. In this way we might imagine a scene where Jesus was speaking over her head - literally, as one might 

speak over the head of a dog. In this case, like the disciples, Jesus would also be talking *about* her, rather than 

to her. His comment about the lost sheep of the house of Israel seems to exclude women from Canaan. It would 

appear that Jesus only reluctantly entertains this shouting stranger. The problem is this: if we think Jesus is 

uninterested in someone, why should we be interested? If we think Jesus equates a foreign woman with a dog 

in a negative way, why should we consider her any differently? This is certainly problematic. 

 

Things then change abruptly. The woman arrests Jesus’ attention. What is often described as a sparring match 

ensues between them, and somehow the Canaanite woman bests the son of God! That turns heads for sure. 

Could it be that the same Jesus who overcame the temptations of the Devil himself in the wilderness, was unable 

to outmaneuver a mere woman? The healing of the woman’s daughter then becomes the reward for getting 

Jesus to change his mind. None of this squares with what we’ve come to believe about the nature of Jesus. 

That’s why I think we might do better to reconsider how we read this encounter. 

 

I think there’s a better way to understand this short interaction - a way that brings us closer to the highly relational, 

interested, and engaged nature of God. When approached differently, a more consistent picture of a God who 

is compassionate from the start becomes more visible. Go back to the beginning. 

 

The Rev. Dr. Mitzi Smith, Professor of New Testament at Columbia Theological Seminary, suggests that this 

unnamed woman’s first words to Jesus are a way of “claiming an ancestral relationship to Jesus.” She’s not just 

a stranger, and certainly not less than human. Three women in Matthew’s genealogy of Jesus are Canaanite 

women: Rahab, Tamar, and Ruth. Professor Smith states, “The anonymous woman’s foremothers are Jesus’ 

kinfolk.” Further, the Canaanite woman’s address of Jesus as, “Son of David” is likely “her way of acknowledging 

him as her kin, as royalty, and as the Jewish Messiah.” In this way she could can herself among “the lost sheep 

of the house of Israel.” The unnamed Canaanite woman may be assumed to be many things, but one thing that’s 

clear is that she’s smart and strategic about getting a personal audience with Jesus. She’s not only fully human, 

she’s an exceptional human.  

 

This is not Jesus’ first encounter with a savvy foreign woman. Consider the encounter with the woman at the 

well. A Samaritan woman speaks plainly and directly to Jesus. While speaking with her, Jesus reveals special 

knowledge of her personal life. She never said anything about her past marriages and yet Jesus knew she’d had 

five husbands, and the man she was currently with was not married to her. We the readers were unaware of any 

of this. It was brought to our attention by way of their dialog. She and Jesus knew exactly what they were talking 

about, even if it was new information to us. Later the woman goes back to her community and says, “come, see 

a man who told me everything I ever did,” suggesting that there was even more to the conversation that we 

readers were privy to. I think the same thing is happening with this bit about the dog in today’s Gospel. We don’t 

always get to know everything, so we must be very careful how we fill in the blanks. 

 

When we hear Jesus speaking, with the ears of our imaginations, we naturally give him tonal inflection,pace, 

and emphasis. Maybe we hear him in the accent of where we came from, with all the linguistic affects and style 

we recognize. What if we change the emphases of how we tell this story. We can understand in a new way when 

we adjust our assumptions. 

 

Consider what we learn from doing such a thing in the story of Adam and Eve in the garden. God enjoys the 

evening walks in the garden with Adam and Eve. After they eat the forbidden fruit, they hide from God. So God 



seeks them out. God says, “where are you?” One way to read this is from the perspective of an omniscient God 

who will be angry when he finds out what they did. In this way, God says “Where are you!” I’d hide too. If we 

read it under the assumption that genuinely God misses the evening walk, and feels left out in Adam and Eve’s 

relationship, the tone tells us something different. God says, “where are you?” There’s a whole lot more love in 

that second way of reading, and it brings us to a better relationship with God. 

 

We can do the same thing with the Gospel today. Consider reading this as though the dog was real, and the 

woman was paying more attention to it than to her child at mealtimes. Jesus tells her it’s not fair to give the dog 

the love and attention that a child needs and deserves. Of course the child is acting out - she’s competing with 

the pet for mom’s attention. Taken as a recommendation to be more concerned with her daughter than Rover, 

Jesus’ comment is an insightful, compassionate response to the woman’s complaint. The woman, for her part, 

gets where Jesus is going, and agrees that the dog will still get fed quite well from all the food that kids always 

drop off the edge of the table. Read the woman’s statement, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that 

fall from their masters' table,” not as a counterpoint in a debate, but as an epiphany. Of course both the child 

and the dog can get everything they need. The daughter will feel much better going forward with a proper balance 

in the household. 

 

Reading this Gospel story in a more relational, compassionate way brings it more in line with our desire for a 

loving, engaged God who seeks out the same qualities in us. Whenever a Jesus story seems inconsistent, try 

reading it another way. Reading the story of Jesus with an ear for love and compassion goes a long way to 

opening our hearts to perceive the world around us with the same loving, compassionate way of Jesus. 

 

And that’s good news. 


