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It’s hard to know why the biblical storytellers chose to
include Jesus’ encounter with the Canaanite woman in
their gospels. Since this story was first told, preachers and
scholars have tried to explain Jesus’ behaviour.

Let’s be honest about this. Jesus calls this woman a dog.
This desperate mom was begging Jesus for his help. She
even calls him by his royal title as the Messiah, Lord, Son
of David, she kneels in front of him in a gesture of
humility, showing Jesus the utmost respect, even though
she wasn’t a Jew, like Jesus was.

This Canaanite woman who was doing everything right,
was brushed off and insulted. And supposedly, her child
was left to die because she didn’t belong to the house of
Israel.

The traditional explanation for Jesus’ behaviour is that
Jesus was testing her, making sure that she indeed had
enough faith to merit Jesus healing her daughter.

I’'ve always been uncomfortable with that interpretation.
Here’s why: Jesus doesn’t test anyone else to see if they



have enough faith for him to do what they’re asking, so
why would Jesus choose this moment and this person to
put a roadblock to healing?

Why does a desperate mom who went through all the right
channels, and said all the right things be the sole person
that Jesus decides to test before offering healing?

Again, Jesus doesn’t do this to ANYONE else. So why now?

I think the key lies in Jesus’ initial reaction to her
shouting, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of
Israel.”

The Canaanite woman was not Jewish, she was not of the
house of Israel.”

In other words Jesus is saying, “She’s not one of mine.
She’s not my problem.”

And Jewish folks back then probably had some harsh
words with which to describe the neighbours they saw as
their inferiors. Jesus could have been mouthing the words
that his people used to describe those living in Canaan,
worshipping the “wrong” God, observing the “wrong”
rituals, and living the “wrong” life.



“It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to
the dogs,” Jesus said. He called this desperate, hurting,
vulnerable woman, a dog.

But this mom won’t give up. She turns Jesus’ words right
back at him.

“Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from
their masters’ table,” she said with determined resolve.

He possibly remembered himself saying to her, “I was sent
only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” and he began
to wonder if that was true. Here was this mom, this
vulnerable, tenacious, woman from another faith,
demanding God’s healing power for her daughter.

So, maybe Jesus stopped in his tracks, one eyebrow raised,
and a flash appeared in Jesus’ eyes because he did an
instant about face,

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

Jesus knew what faith looked like, and she had it. She had
more faith than he saw in his disciples. This was faith born
out of desperation, and also of hope. And this faith took
the form that no one believed was possible: in a poor,



vulnerable, desperate woman living in the middle of
nowhere.

What I think this story is about is that faith is broader and
more expansive than we realize. That’s what I think
Matthew’s motive was in telling this story.

Matthew wanted his community to see that faith in Jesus
comes in places and people that we don’t at first recognize
or even want.

Faith in God’s healing power is manifest in surprising, and
maybe even upsetting ways. Trust in Jesus’ message of the
Kingdom of God, God’s vision of compassion, kindness,
love, peace, and healing is alive in this world, and we
might miss it if we’re looking to all the traditional places.

So, if Jesus was testing anyone, I think it was the disciples,
and maybe even Jesus was testing us. How do WE react to
the intrusion of someone unwanted into the faith?

Perhaps the church faces this test whenever people it once
dismissed speak with the unmistakable voice of faith.

For generations, churches refused to let women preach,
preside at the table, vote, or exercise spiritual authority.
Women we relegated to kitchen duties, Sunday School,



playing piano, or cleaning altar linens, leaving leadership
to the men.

But women continued studying theology, proclaiming the
gospel, serving communities, and bearing witness to the
risen Christ.

Like the Canaanite woman, they were not asking the
church to create a calling for them. They were asking the
church to recognize the calling God had already given
them.

The boundary moved because faithful, persistent, women
stood at its edge and revealed what God was already doing,
insisting that their gifts be recognized and utilized.

The Canaanite woman does the same. She shows us that
God’s mercy crosses our boundaries before the church
finds the courage to follow.

This matters especially as rising Christian Nationalism, a
sub-Christian authoritarian movement that is trying to roll
back the rights of women, LGBTQ+ people, racialized
communities, immigrants, and religious minorities, as
though Jesus were in the business of restricting human
freedom.

Christian Nationalism uses Jesus’ name to impose an
agenda that has nothing to do with Christ, but everything
to do with forcing an extreme agenda against those they



deem unworthy at Christ’s table or in modern society.
Christian Nationalists glory in boundaries and defend
antiquated power structures, ensuring only a limited few
have rights.

But the Jesus revealed in this story does not defend the
boundary after he is challenged by it. His eyes are opened
to the boundary’s destructive power. He recognizes it for
what it is, an impediment to God’s merciful love.

So he crosses it. The gospel does not make the table
smaller or reserve God’s mercy for a favoured few. The
gospel keeps making room until those once called
outsiders are recognized as beloved children of God.

This Canaanite woman, kneeling in front of Jesus, if it
were not for her, begging for his help, we wouldn’t be here,
we would not be the church. She made room for all of us
with her dogged persistence, reckoned to her as faith.

So, she is our mother. She is the one who gave birth to this
new and expansive vision that God has for the world.

She is evidence that the Spirit is still flowing through every
corner of this beautiful and broken world, opening eyes
and changing hearts.



And perhaps this is the Gospel within this difficult story:
our limitations are not God’s limitations. Our inherited
prejudices, guarded tables, and carefully drawn
boundaries cannot contain the mercy of God.

The Canaanite woman is heard. Her daughter is healed.
The table becomes wider than anyone imagined. And when
we discover that we have been standing on the wrong side
of a boundary, grace does not abandon us to shame. Grace
invites us to listen, to change, and to follow where God’s
mercy is already moving.

There is room at God’s table for the woman, for her
daughter, for the disciples, and for us, we who are still
discovering how wide and welcoming the love of God truly
is.

Thanks be to God. Amen.



