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A sermon preached at St. George’s Anglican Church Calgary, by the Rev. Clara 
King, August 20, 2017. 
 
Proper 20 – Year A 
Genesis 45:1-15 
Matthew 15:21-28 
 
May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts, be always 
acceptable in Your sight, O Lord, our Strength and our Redeemer.  Amen. 
 
 
Let’s read our Gospel reading just a little more closely this morning.  For those 
who want to read along, pick up the Bibles in front of you - we’re at Matthew 
15:21-28. 
 
The first thing to know about this text is something we don’t see in the English, 
but it’s there in the Greek: Jesus doesn’t actually enter the Canaanite region of 
Tyre and Sidon.  In the Greek he “draws near” to that district.  But this woman 
“comes out” to meet Jesus, perhaps crossing over the border, the symbolic great 
divide that divided Jews and Canaanites, who were historic enemies.   
 
She begins shouting at him that her daughter needs help, the same kind of help 
he’s given so freely and so easily to thousands of people in his ministry.  She is 
just like them, in so many ways.   
 
But Jesus doesn’t respond.  Some commentators notice this and ask, “did Jesus 
actually not know what to say to her?”  He remains silent, as if he’s confused or 
conflicted or thinking this situation through very deeply.   
 
Meanwhile his disciples are distressed by her cries for help.  They say, “send her 
away”, but it’s ambiguous whether they mean, “get rid of her”, or it could also 
mean, “grant her request and let her depart”.  Original readers may indeed have 
debated amongst themselves what side the disciples were on. 
 
Jesus, almost as if in a trance, still looking inward to figure this situation out, 
replies almost dreamily, “but I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of 
Israel”.  Is he so certain here, that this path is the right one for him? 
 
The woman, driven by distress for her daughter, and perhaps seeing an opening 
in the lack of conviction in Jesus’ voice and actions, throws herself at his feet 
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and, we read in the Greek, worships him.  She calls him by his greatest title, 
“Lord, Son of David”, Messiah, “help me”. 
 
Jesus speaks again almost as if he is in a trance, as if he’s not sure what he’s 
doing, and he speaks a racial slur that would have been commonplace among 
Jews referring to Canaanites: he calls her and her daughter a dog.  “It is not fair 
to take the children’s food (the children of Israel), and throw it to the dogs.” 
 
But she perseveres, believing so strongly that he can heal her daughter.  Calling 
him again by his messianic title, she accepts the racial slur, and turns the image 
around, asking only for the littlest of things, the easiest of gifts that is in his power 
to give: the crumbs from his table, the wave of his hand, the word from his mouth.  
He doesn’t even need to stop walking to heal her daughter. 
 
And her faith in him turns the tide; it shatters his trance-like state, and he looks at 
her finally, and directly, and he knows what he is supposed to do.  “Woman, great 
is your faith!  Let it be done for you as you wish” and with that word, and perhaps 
that wave of his hand, her daughter is healed. 

~~~ 
 

There are few stories where Jesus so obviously changes his mind; and no other 
healing stories where he is reluctant to heal.  In every other healing scenario, he 
is gracious, generous and compassionate.  So, what is going on here? 
 
To my mind, this is a key moment in Jesus’ own personal journey of spiritual 
growth.  Being human as well as divine, I think Jesus had some big moments of 
growing into being the Messiah.  I think this is one of them, when he realizes that 
his call is to be merciful not only to his own people, but to all people.  I think, in 
this moment… 

 
Jesus notices the seed of racism that had been planted in his heart by the 
ancient animosity between his people and these foreigners –  and in this 
moment, he confronts it and overcomes it, and takes his own next step into being 
the Messiah. 
 
But there’s something else going on here too: something that’s not only my 
speculation, but is quite thoroughly founded on what we know of the community 
for whom this Gospel was written. 
 
The Gospels began, let’s remember, as oral stories and memories of what Jesus 
said and did, carefully remembered and passed on, from person to person, retold 
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again and again.  And then, finally, maybe a generation later, someone decided 
to write those stories down, and that became the Gospel of Mark.   
 
For a while, that was the one Gospel the community had for itself, but eventually, 
maybe another generation on, there was a need to tell the stories again, a slightly 
different way.  It was a this time that two very different communities of Christians 
came up with two quite different Gospels, both based on Mark: the Gospel of 
Luke, told for a Gentile audience (and helping them to understand the Jewish 
traditions); and the Gospel of Matthew, which we’re reading from this year, told 
for a Jewish audience to help them find a deeper connection between their 
Jewish religious history their faith in Jesus.   
 
Stories are told at a certain time, and for a certain reason.  This story was finally 
written down this way (after many decades of being remembered perhaps more 
generally) because of something going on in this Christian community.  It was 
written this way to help this community understand the circumstances they faced. 
 
At this time, this Christian community, for whom the Gospel of Matthew was 
written, was facing the challenges presented by the mission to the Gentiles – 
these were all the races who were not Jews: for instance, those hated 
Canaanites.  This story of Jesus examining the seed of racism in his own heart 
was written for a community facing the seeds of racism in their own hearts. 
 
We know from Paul’s letters that many of the earliest Christians were opposed to 
the mission to the Gentiles.  Paul had a hard battle to fight to convince the Pilars 
of the Church at Jerusalem to agree to his radical idea to spread the faith beyond 
the Jewish community.  And in many ways, history proved that they had good 
reason to be anxious: as Christianity spread to the Gentiles, it became less a 
new interpretation of the Jewish tradition, and more something entirely new. 
 
As the evangelists took the faith out to new cultures and new races of people, 
Christianity itself was changed very profoundly, and these changes were 
distressing to many who were Jewish Christians.   
 
It was a complicated and deeply emotional debate, but here the author of the 
Gospel of Matthew calls out a deep truth: how much of their distress was based 
on deep-seated racial hatreds? 
 
In this text, we watch Jesus confront the seed of racism in his own heart, as he 
looks upon a mother in distress who has a daughter with a demon – a woman so 
utterly alike to so many others he’d healed and restored.  And as we see Jesus 
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wrestling with his own heart, our own hearts are challenged: can we, like Jesus, 
learn to see people as like us, even if we are very different from one another? 
 
Stories are told in a certain way at a certain time, and for a certain reason.  I tell 
this story this way today because of the rising racial violence we’re witnessing in 
the world.  
 
I am intensely proud to be a member of this congregation because of the 
diversity we welcome here.  I am proud to be a member of a congregation where 
we worship and work and minister together as a community, despite the many 
differences that exist between us.  To my mind, this diversity is a precious gift 
from God, who created each one of us as a unique creature, with unique gifts and 
unique skills, and calls us together as part of one highly diverse Body. 
 
What we have here is not an accident: it is a gift.  And as a precious gift, our 
diversity must be carefully protected and nurtured as the tide of racial hatred 
rises in the world.  We must not take our diversity for granted, and we must not 
let it slip accidentally.   
 
We must look for opportunities to deepen our connections with one another.  We 
must look for ways to be generous and open hearted.  We must not be dismayed 
at the idea that we might ourselves be changed along the journey.   
 
But most importantly, if we value our diversity then we must look for the grace 
that Jesus shows us so powerfully in our passage today, which is the grace to 
notice and challenge those seeds of racism in our own hearts.  Let us ask him for 
the grace to notice when racism is affecting what we say and what we do; the 
grace to be self-aware and take a moment to reflect when it is happening; the 
grace to reconsider, and the grace to break that pattern and act differently. 
 
May God bless all of us with this grace, which is one of the greatest graces we 
ask for in baptism: the grace to seek and serve Christ in all persons, of all races, 
loving our neighbours as ourselves.  For, Lord, we will, with your help. 
 
As the tide of racial hatred rises in the world, we pray O Lord that you would 
grant us this grace, today, tomorrow, this week and always.  Amen. 


