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 This is one of my favorite stories in the gospels. I like it because it gives us a window 

into so many dimensions of the world where Jesus lived. In this brief story, only a few sentences, 

we learn a little something about the nature of the relationship between Judaism and the non-

Jewish cultures around it. We learn, again, about the short-sightedness of Jesus’ disciples when 

they’re met with a persistent request for help from a person they deem unworthy. And we even 

gain a little insight into Jesus’ own biases and understanding of his ministry. It is a fascinating 

little story. 

 

 And it’s challenging. Many scholars have puzzled over the odd response Jesus gives this 

woman. He doesn’t seem at all interested in helping her. In fact, he sounds insulting to her. 

Because that behavior doesn’t square with the overall picture we have of Jesus in the gospels, it’s 

easy to assume he’s testing someone, the disciples maybe or the woman, by speaking this way. 

But that just seems too tidy to me. Jesus is more complex than that.  

  

 Jesus lived in a real world that was filled with real established prejudices and animosities. 

There’s no reason to assume he didn’t reflect any of that in his own personality. We don’t know 

a whole lot about the Gentile world in Judea in the first century, but there was definitely a 

division between Gentiles and Jews. We’re told he’s in the region of Tyre and Sidon, which was 

a Gentile region, so being approached by a Gentile person shouldn’t come as a surprise. But what 

was the underlying feeling between them? Was there suspicion or disdain, maybe it was just 

indifference. The history of Israel, as we have it in the Hebrew scriptures, tells of some terrible, 

violent battles between the Israelites and the occupants of the land. If you read the book of 

Joshua, for instance, you’ll find some graphic descriptions of slaughters carried out as the 

Israelites moved in. How accurate those stories are, I think, is debatable, but they were told 

among first century Jews as factual. That would have something to do with shaping their 

attitudes toward Gentiles in the land.  

 

 So, all of that lies behind this little exchange, all that history lies between the Canaanite 

woman and Jesus. His response would have been expected of him, by his disciples certainly, but 

also by her. She had no reason to think he might happily help her without resistance. And she 

had her response well-prepared. It startles him out of the shackles of their shared history. He 

immediately sees he’s meant for more perhaps even than he had imagined.  

 

 Overcoming the divisions between people of different cultures and backgrounds and 

religions is a challenge that runs deep in the human experience. We seem to be fixated on our 

differences and frightened by the prospect of losing our place to another group. We deal with 

that in a variety of ways, some friendlier than others. In our country we’ve had this ideal of a 

“melting pot” that has diluted the effect of various cultural groups. For instance, my people are 

Irish. And for a long time Irish immigrants were considered outsiders, people who didn’t really 

belong here. Before that, of course, there were Asian groups, mostly Chinese, who triggered 

suspicion and fear.  



 

 Unfortunately, in our country skin color has been the main feature that’s determined 

whether a group is accepted or not. It was inevitable that over time Irish and Italian Americans 

would be assimilated into the halls of power in our country. Yet people of African descent whose 

ancestors have been here for much longer than other ethnic groups, centuries longer than anyone 

in my family, are still struggling for full acceptance and access to resources and influence. It’s 

astonishing to me, and should be to everyone, that Black and Brown people in our country are 

uncertain whether they’ll be given their voting rights or even be able to drive at night without 

risking harassment from authorities.  

 

 And while this encounter between Jesus and a Canaanite woman isn’t about state 

authority and civil rights, it is about access to something vitally important, something every one 

of us at some point in our lives is going to need. Jesus is inclined to withhold healing based 

solely on ethnic heritage. No matter how he might couch it in theological terms, that’s what it 

boils down to: “This isn’t for you because of who you are.” A message our society conveys to 

people of color in untold ways every single day. What’s lacking in Jesus’ response and what’s 

lacking in our society is a recognition of the common humanity that binds us all.  

 

 Recently I’ve been reading a book by Howard Thurman, a brilliant theologian and 

spiritual writer. Thurman was born in 1899 in Florida, living in the era of Jim Crow. He 

graduated from Morehouse College, an Historically Black College in Atlanta. He wrote a book in 

1971 titled The Search for Common Ground. It is an exploration of the various ways humans 

have been searching for what binds us through creation, biology, mythology, philosophy, all the 

ways we have to think about ourselves and one another. He says in the preface, “I have always 

wanted to be me without making it difficult for you to be you.” It’s a pretty simple goal. But it 

has profound implications for how we regard one another, what we see when we look at one 

another. It’s not an easy book to read. He’s an old school scholar and doesn’t slip into vernacular 

very often. But it’s worth the effort. He was deeply committed to enlarging the space for 

welcome and acceptance. In fact, he founded a church in San Francisco called The Church for 

the Fellowship of All Peoples. 

 

 And that, I think, is what Jesus learns in this experience with the Canaanite woman. He’s 

meant for all peoples. What he has to offer is for the world and not just a small section of it. 

Jesus embodies the vision of Isaiah when the prophet proclaims “[God’s] house shall be called a 

house of prayer for all peoples.” And while that vision may not be entirely consistent throughout 

scripture, it is unrelentingly persistent; we don’t have to look far to hear it voiced again and again 

and again.  

 

 There’s only one lesson to take from that, it seems to me; only one lesson to take from 

Jesus’ delight in bringing healing to this woman: that is, we are meant for welcome; we are 

meant for acceptance; we are meant for loving lavishly. And not just in our personal 

relationships with people we know directly, but with those folks who are longing to find refuge 

among us. It’s time to put behind us our history of fear and suspicion. It’s time to welcome 

families at our borders, to offer healing to those seeking asylum, to empty the cages where 

children separated from their parents are detained and dismantle those monuments to our shame. 

What I hear Isaiah and Jesus saying is, “we’re better than this.” We’re better than our fear and 



prejudice, than acts of intimidation and violence. We’re meant to be a house for all peoples 

because we’re meant to be one with all peoples. Let’s let Isaiah’s vision be our guide. Let’s let 

Jesus’ act of generosity and compassion be our model. And let’s open our hearts to be a place of 

welcome where no one is an outcast and everyone is home. 

 

Amen 

 

  


