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Texts: 
Genesis 45:1-15; Psalm 133; Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32;  
Matthew 15:(10-20)21-28

I wonder if you could recall when you first realized differences between 
people. Here I mean not philosophical or ideological differences really but cul-
tural ones, language, skin color, orientations, social class, age, whatever those 
differences might be.

When one of my daughters was three years old she was asked by her 
pre-school teacher a series of prompts about her mother and father around 
Mother’s day and in anticipation of Father’s Day. It was for a craft that was to 
be a gift for these occasions.

These questions were something like what is your mother/father’s 
favorite food, color, how old are they, and so on. These were guesses, you un-
derstand, on the part of a young one and some she nailed right on. She got 
my wife’s age exactly, but as to how old her father was she said, “he is 60 or 
something.”

I can remember as a child that somewhere along the way people are dif-
ferent in a host of ways from each other. 

Sometimes these differences are learned quite innocently and some 
times they are quite painful. 

Difference itself is very contextual, isn’t it? 
What is different in one setting might be the norm in another. It depends 

on who is dominant in a given community or setting, who holds the power, 
who is defining the rules and so on.

During an undergraduate internship in Washington, D.C., I stayed for the 
summer at Gallaudet University, the world’s premier university for the deaf.  
In that environment, I learned again not only what it was like for there to be 
difference, for there to be others, but for me to be an “other,” that is a minority 
if you will, in another dominant environment. It was a powerful and eye open-
ing experience for me. 
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 I would say that my own upbringing and my own pastoral life now has 
been marked by being in communities of diversity in many ways and coming 
to understand and love differences and discovering as well our commonalities 
in Christ. Understanding all along that diversity itself is not the god we wor-
ship but we worship the God who made and loves a diverse creation.

Our Gospel reading introduces in rather unsettling and confusing fash-
ion the “other” in the Canaanite woman. 

The Canaanite woman is the epitome of the other in relation to our Jew-
ish Jesus and his disciples.

For one, she is a woman, and many scholars believe that in that day the 
only women who spoke to men in public like this were prostitutes. I’m not 
sure, but it certainly heightens the drama here. 

Second, by this time people were not called Caananites anymore; this 
term was old and derogatory. She is from  Phoenecia, a one-time enemy, now- 
vanquished, opponent of the Israelites.

Third, Jesus compares her to a dog running after crumbs, although the 
Greek word chosen here could have been more harsh. Instead, the word Jesus 
chose, according to Matthew, actually means puppies, little dogs. But that re-
ally doesn’t help us here. She’s still treated like the other, at arms length. And 
even she herself accepts the caricature of herself saying, “even dogs eat up the 
crumbs…” perhaps because she already feels other and of course is trying to 
work towards the outcome of healing her daughter.

And she is shouting. Eleanor appropriately read this in dramatic fash-
ion because the scene we can imagine is exactly that: she is a non-Jewish 
woman pleading to the Jewish rabbi Jesus for help for her daughter. And she 
is shushed. She has to stand for the disciples yet again asking Jesus to send 
someone away. 

We just went through this in the feeding of the 5,000 in Matthew. The 
disciples say send them away, Jesus says come, or in this case, he ultimately 
heals her daughter and commends her faith.
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I wonder if this woman was in that crowd of 5,000, too, and knew there 
were baskets full left over so she knows there’s got to be some crumbs laying 
around somewhere. And if she was there she saw this miracle worker Jesus in 
action, and she starts to hope that maybe Jesus will do something unexpected 
for her daughter. 

What a scene – a good mother will do anything for her children. A good 
mother will embarrass herself for her children. A good mother, not a perfect 
one, but one who wants to do good, I don’t care who she is, will go to nearly 
anyone to ask for help when it has to do with her children.

I have lost count the number of times when a family has come to any 
church I’ve served and they are on their last leg and mother or father or both 
are asking me for help as a last resort and the children are right beside them 
and I get this sinking, protective feeling in my heart for these children who are 
listening and who know that things must be really bad to see Mom plea with a 
stranger for help. I feel for the mother’s dignity and father’s pride and the in-
nocence of childhood that I would like preserved. What we think of as dignity 
goes away though when our babies are sick and need help. The original rules 
of decorum don’t always apply in desperate circumstances.

It is unfathomable to us isn’t it, that a mother would send a child from 
Honduras thousands of miles north for a chance at life in the U.S. How could a 
good mother do that we wonder. Only desperation, my friends. 

The Caananite woman is desperate. She isn’t Jewish, but she even prays 
the Hebrew prayer: Lord Jesus, Son of David, have mercy.

She approaches the Jewish Messiah not knowing if he was a Savior for 
her, too. 

This is Paul’s effort in all of our readings from Romans this summer – to 
communicate that Jesus is the Messiah, the Savior for the Gentiles as well as 
the Jews. God has not forgotten God’s covenant with the Jewish people, but all 
people are grafted in to the new covenant in Christ.
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The Caananite woman doesn’t know it yet, but Jesus is friend and Lord 
for her, too. 

What is Jesus really up to here? 
Was Jesus just as biased against the other as the disciples were and is 

converted to help by the woman’s persistence?  
It sounds like the parable of the widow in Luke pestering the judge until 

he grants her justice. Or the parable of the man at midnight, also in Luke, who 
keeps knocking on the door for bread. In these parables as in this story, faith is 
illustrated not through a formal confession of that faith but rather through the 
persistence and determination.

So again, was Jesus biased against the other as the disciples were and is 
converted to help by the woman’s persistence? 

Or, is Jesus being the Rabbi teacher from the beginning? 
Is Jesus checking to see if the disciples have learned how to treat the so- 

called other? 
If so, they have failed this particular moment. They want her quieted, 

sent away, and Jesus turns and commends the woman, heals her daughter, and 
once again, this other becomes a part of the redemptive story of Jesus. She 
becomes yet another example of when Jesus works a miracle and shows his 
power and love.

How might you grade yourself on this test today? 
How do you relate to those different from you? 
I know many of you are aware of what has transpired in Ferguson, Mis-

souri, over the last week and more. A young unarmed African-American man 
lost his life at the hands of an armed police officer. With conflicting details, it 
allows us to reflex to our deepest mistrusts and fears. 

What we really have seen though is the exposure of a truth. That is, that 
some feel perpetually other and treated as such. And this can lead to all man-
ner of things on everyone’s part – at the very least, a lack of common courte-
sies or hidden biases; at their worst, violence on every side.
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We learn from our Gospel lesson that Christian people don’t demonize 
anyone - in this case, protesters or police officers, Michael Brown, or Officer 
Darren Wilson. 

What we do is humanize all people with love, and acknowledge the bro-
ken state of our relationships with one another. Christian people grant the 
Caananite woman — and all people — the dignity they deserve.

This is what Jesus does with the Caananite woman: humanize her by of-
fering healing and love. It makes her not perpetually other but a whole person 
and her daughter, a whole person again.

What we see unfolding in our Gospel and in Missouri and on our border 
is rooted in fear. 

Fear, one wise preacher of mine, Roy Biser, once said, is the opposite of 
love, hope, and faith. 

Fear, not hatred, is the opposite of love.
Fear, not despair, is the opposite of hope.
Fear, not doubt, is the opposite of faith. 
The deeper emotion that underlies a Robin Williams tragedy, a Ferguson 

tragedy, a Trayvon Martin tragedy, a border tragedy, a tragedy in your life and 
mine is usually fear.

“Perfect love casts our fear!” Jesus says in another Gospel lesson. 
And this is what Jesus ultimately offered the Caananite woman. He of-

fered her daughter healing, he commended her faith sure. But inherent in all of 
these offerings was the act of love!

Love does not always mean agreement, mind you; it means, love. 
About loving another in a world of differences, I’m not really talking 

here about what you believe in your head, or your political stances in the vot-
ing booth. I’m not asking if you’re a progressive or liberal-minded or open or 
tolerant toward others.

I’m talking about our hearts. I’m talking about love, about bread, about 
redemption, about material things, where rubber meets the road. 
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Our intellectual commitments are one thing, but they must travel from 
mind to heart. We must always translate this love to how we connect with 
someone on the street, in the grocery store, in the church, in the work place, at 
school. Who we might share a meal with or invite into our homes?

The truth is most, if not all of us, have known what it is to be other. 
You’ve not been chosen for the team, the group, the association, the board, the 
fraternity or sorority, the job, whatever it is.  

Remembering our own experiences then of being an other, on the out-
side, might open us to offer bread, an embrace, redemption, welcome in our 
circles, to the other who is on the outside.

I served a church once whose doors were locked seven days a week, 24 
hours a day. They would be unlocked when there was a Bible study happening 
or choir practice or something else. Otherwise, someone had to ring the door 
bell and be admitted in. 

This was the practice when I arrived. I committed myself to unlocking 
the doors and opening the church again. Fear had locked those doors, and love 
was going to open them. So we did our due diligence and hired safety staff and 
all with the instruction that hospitality and welcome was a core value when 
people come our way as well as necessary safety. 

One of the oldest and wealthiest women, although you wouldn’t know 
the latter, who volunteered in our office, had the most to be afraid of, I guess. 
She volunteered answering the phones one morning a week. She was the one 
who could have felt most vulnerable about unlocking doors, but it was she 
who I found most supportive.

And when more and more of God’s children started walking through 
our unlocked doors with all of their hungry friends with them, looking for our 
bread crumbs, she treated them like Queens and Kings…or like the children of 
God they are.

And in the process she showed me what it is to be a disciple of Jesus and 
to be the church.



Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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You might feel like an insider or outsider today. I don’t know which, but 
either way, loved…and called to love. Thanks be to God. 

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.


