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The 13th century Muslim mystic, Rumi, expressed in one of his poems an essential truth that we, 
as human beings, continue to confront.  “You are clutching with both hands to this myth of you 
and I.” he said.  And then Rumi continues, “Our whole brokenness is because of this.”  The 
poem ends, “You and I should live as if you and I never heard of a you and I.”  Again:  You are 
clutching with both hands to this myth of you and I.  Our whole brokenness is because of this. 
You and I should live as if you and I never heard of a you and I.  Now, I am always skeptical of 
absolutes, so, “our whole brokenness” is, perhaps, a bit extreme, but Rumi certainly is onto a key 
element of our life and the difficulties that we create in life because of our propensity to create 
distinctions that ultimately divide us and, potentially, destroy us. 
 
Living within such an individualized culture, it may seem counterintuitive to oppose the idea of 
you and I.  And, particularly, when we have a good relationship with an other, the idea of 
abandoning the distinction may seem strange.  Indeed, my wife, upon hearing the quote about 
you and I,  responded, “but I like you and I!” 
 
However, what Rumi gets at is the invariable tendency of all of us to categorize life in such a 
way that we create dichotomies of division that ultimately lead to discrimination.  Good v. Bad. 
Light v. Dark.  Male v. Female.  Sacred v. Profane.  You v. I.  And just as we are prone to create 
such dichotomies, we also are wonderfully skilled at valuing one pole over the other.  We end up 
traveling down a rabbit hole where we perpetually make distinctions that endlessly marginalize 
some aspect of life, group, or individual. 
 
Today’s gospel text is a classic example of the ability of humans to distinguish in such a way that 
we push people out of the shadow of God’s grace, mercy, and love.  Curiously, Jesus, while 
calling out this action on the part of the religious leaders in the first part of the gospel, embodies 
it in the second part. 
 
To begin, Jesus challenges the distinctions that the religious leaders of his day make about who 
is worthy before God because of their fidelity to any number of purity codes in first century 
Judaism.  The religious leaders’ undies are in a bundle because rules about washing hands or 
working on the sabbath or associating with certain people are dismissed by Jesus.  He rightly 
notes that those activities do not morally corrupt someone.  While following such rules may 
prove beneficial, they are not an end in themselves nor do they tip the scales for us in some 
moral sense.  They are what we refer to as adiaphora.  Something nice, but not necessary. 



Indeed, Jesus recognizes that those externals are not the problem.  It is what comes from within 
that will corrupt us.  
 
However, the moment after Jesus has critiqued the religious leaders, he makes a similar 
judgment on the Canaanite woman.  On the one hand, it is not strange that Jesus, a Jew, would 
not be inclined to welcome someone from Canaan.  The two sects had been rivals for centuries. 
What’s more, the Canaanite woman was a pagan in the eyes of those within first century 
Judaism.  And to boot, she was a woman.  Someone with no place or status.  
 
Initially, Jesus seems absolutely unwilling to even acknowledge the woman’s existence.  She 
cries out to such a degree that the disciples ask Jesus to engage her just to get her to stop 
screaming.  Finally, Jesus does acknowledge her.  Yet, he does so in one of the more dismissive 
and rude ways possible.  In essence, he calls her a bitch. “It is not fair,”  he notes, “to take the 
children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”  So much for the loving and gracious Jesus.  He 
dismisses the woman out of hand.  He was sent to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.  Not to 
some backwater, pagan, woman.  The distinction between--and the problem with--you and I is 
glaringly apparent in this exchange.  The woman is other, and she is judged to be of lesser value, 
worth. 
 
What happens next, however, is fascinating.  The woman, who must have endured this type of 
discrimination for years, desperate for her child to be healed responds, “Yes, Lord, yet even the 
dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.”  And in one of the rare instances in the 
Bible, Jesus is confronted, corrected, and changed.  In that moment, he realizes the prejudice that 
he possesses and the need of the woman, and he responds.  “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be 
done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly.” 
 
One can argue that in that moment Jesus experiences an epiphany that changes the whole 
trajectory of his life ministry and work.  Prior to this event, he engages solely with the lost sheep 
of the house of Israel.  Following this instance, the entire ministry opens up to others.  Indeed, 
some scholars note this encounter as the origin of the great commission--to go to all people and 
baptize in the name of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit.  And what takes place is nothing short of 
Jesus ceasing to divide people into categories (in this case worthy and unworthy), and rather to 
see the faith and image of God that they too possess.  The encounter happens so quickly that we 
may almost miss the stunning nature of what happened.  Jesus changed.  He was transformed by 
the woman’s act, and he became more compassionate, less judgmental, and moved away from 
the I v. You distinction. 
 
We continue to live through the understanding of how our compartmentalizing our lives and 
world lead to the degradation and discrimination against others.  People of color experience 



untold moments where they are marginalized and mistreated.  Women not only receive the short 
end of the stick when if comes to equal pay, but they also live with inordinate concerns for safety 
and security.  People with disabilities struggle for equity and access.  And on and on the list 
goes.  The power of Jesus’ conversion in today’s gospel is that it offers us an example of the 
conversion possible in our lives.  The structures and mores that we follow will continue to 
influence us, but when we recognize the humanity of the other and the image of God that they 
possess as well, we cannot simply act in the same way.  We, like Jesus, must change.  How that 
is expressed will be different for each of us and for the situation.  We must, however, continue 
the work of Jesus and Rumi:  You and I should live as if you and I never heard of a you and I.  
 
 
  


