Year A, Proper 20. 16th August 2026
Isaiah 56: 1, 6-8. Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32. Matthew 15:10-28.

Last weekend Markie and | went to the opening concert of the Edinburgh
Festival to hear the Passion of Mary Magdalene, a new work commissioned by
the Festival.

The opening words were spoken by Jesus. ‘Shut up’ he said to the demons
plaguing a young boy. Coarse, yes, brutal even, and still shocking to many even
in today’s culture, yet in meaning and intent no different to the Be Quiet Luke
and Mark recorded Jesus as saying when referring to the same event.

And of course Jesus’s words to the Canaanite woman in today’s Gospel sound
perhaps even more shocking to the modern ear, yet to those who heard what
Jesus said wouldn’t have thought them out of the ordinary.

After all the Canaanites, the 10 lost tribes of Israel, were seen as the enemies
of the Jews, women were definitely regarded as second-class citizens and dogs
were thought of as unclean.

Here we find Jesus first of all being indifferent and then apparently downright
rude, if not callous, to the Canaanite woman who is pleading for mercy for
herself on behalf of her daughter who is possessed by a demon.

It is perhaps only her persistence in crossing religious, national and gender
boundaries, her humour and her refusal to be offended that causes Jesus to
think more deeply about the extent of his mission.

And so, | think today’s Gospel reading is actually rather helpful in this era of
struggle that the world is currently going through, because, | suggest, it shows
even Jesus struggled to grasp exactly how his mission should play out.

Yes, Jesus was fully divine and without sin, yet he was also fully human. After
all, we are told in Luke chapter 2:52 that Jesus grew in wisdom. At what point
did Jesus stop growing in wisdom?

In saying that Jesus struggled to grasp the extent of his mission, my
understanding may well be wrong but it’s the one that makes most sense to
me — it may speak to you in a completely different way and that’s fine too.



That decision to extend his ministry points directly to the Great Commission at
the end of Matthew, when Jesus urges his followers to go and make disciples
of ALL the world. But don’t forget the context in which Matthew was writing.
His audience were Jewish and there had been a long and hard struggle in the
early church to establish that anyone who wasn’t a Jew was as entitled to
receive God’s salvation as the Jews.

Little wonder Matthew’s Gospel points to the presence of people who weren’t
Jews in Jesus’ genealogy — more specifically three Canaanite women, Tamar,
Rahab and Ruth, all of whom had a history that would have rendered them
‘unclean’ even if they had been Jewish. And it is only after this encounter that
his ministry to the wider community takes off.

And the verses that follow tell the tale of the miracle of the feeding of the
4,000 and the healings of many diseases. In those verses it isn’t Jews who see
and benefit from one miracle after another. We know that because they
praised the God of Israel, indicating clearly this crowd was not Jewish.

But to return to the Gospel. Jesus’ supplicant has those three black marks |
mentioned before she even starts pleading with Jesus have mercy on her —
note that she doesn’t ask Jesus to heal her daughter. She is not a Jew, she is a
Canaanite and she is a woman, so an outsider of outsiders. Huge barriers to
overcome, even though Jesus was in effect a stranger in her land rather than
the other way round.. No wonder the disciples wanted to send her away, just
as they had wanted to send away the 5,000.

Note also how eagerly they told Jesus a few verses earlier how offended the
Pharisees had been when Jesus reframed what made people clean and
unclean. But total silence when it comes to Jesus’s remarks to the woman.

Initially Jesus ignores her — perhaps thinking through the implications of
limiting his ministry —and then , when she persists, says | was sent only to the
lost sheep of Israel; well that is how it has traditionally been translated.

But the late Michael Green, the great British evangelist, points out that the
original Greek has no punctuation, and therefore could have been asking
himself out loud ‘Was | sent only to the lost sheep of Israel?’, which of course
puts a completely different slant on it.



The woman falls to her knees and pleads with Jesus again. On the face of it, we
then see Jesus in his full humanity, for surely in his full divinity he would never
have said It isn’t right to take the children’s bread and throw it to the dogs.
Although | should point out that the Greek word translated as dogs really
means puppies. Perhaps Michael Green is right in suggesting that too was a
qguestion rather than a remark.

It is then that the woman does what most of us fail to do. She comes up with
exactly the right response just when it’s needed. Don’t you find that often you
think of what you should have said in a difficult situation — but six hours too
late and the opportunity has gone?

Instead, this woman immediately ripostes with considerable humour and
brilliant insight as she turns Jesus’ apparent insult back on himself: Even the
dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table, she says. In other
words, Yes, it is right to take the children’s bread and give some to the dogs.

It’s worth noting that as she talks to Jesus that the woman three times
addresses Jesus as Lord and also calls him Son of David. Not only that, she
kneels before Jesus, as did the Magi.

For Matthew kneeling is what you do in front of a king. And there is a
connection between kneeling and healing. The leper in Matthew 8 and Jairus in
Matthew 9 both knelt before Jesus when they begged for healing.

It was as if this Gentile woman had a better sense of Jesus’ true identity than

any of his disciples or followers. Little wonder Jesus finally responded as he
did.

It is this simple but profound response that prompts Jesus to grant her wish —
and to broaden his ministry.

Because of course much of Jesus’ ministry, as told in the Gospels, is done
round the table. He eats with tax collectors and prostitutes; he breaks bread
with sinners. The Pharisees condemn his disciples for not washing their hands
before eating. It is as much at the table as anywhere that Jesus shows who God
is.

It’s as if Jesus suddenly understands what she is getting at. This outcast, this
other, is saying where’s my Good News, where’s my place at the table? Which



raises the question How well do we use our tables to show our non-Christian
friends who God is, or indeed our Christian friends who may be struggling?

What is wonderful is that Jesus allows himself to be changed, to be bested in
argument for the only time in Scripture. As one commentator puts it, the
woman’s great faith was a gift to Jesus. God had a message for Jesus and she
was the messenger.

Instead of being confined to Israel, the Good News suddenly becomes inclusive
—and was always intended to be fully inclusive. Both the Isaiah passage that
Dimitri read and Psalm 67, the appointed psalm for today, repeatedly make
the point that God is the God of all nations.

Yes, Israel was the chosen nation, but chosen to be the conduit of God’s
goodness and salvation to all nations. Let no foreigner who is bound to the
Lord say The Lord will surely exclude me from his people, it says in Isaiah, while
the Psalm calls for God’s salvation to be known among all nations.

What the Canaanite woman taught Jesus, was, in the words of Barbara Brown
Taylor, that God’s purposes for Jesus’ earthly ministry were even bigger than
he had imagined, that there was enough of him to go round. Not to put too
fine a point on it, this encounter can be seen as a building block in the
foundations of the church as we know it — a faith open to all.

But as Tom Wright reminds us, the New Testament writers never forgot that
Israel was special, always was the intended vehicle for spreading the good
news to the rest of the world, so Jesus had to start there. It’s just that the
future broke into the present, Wright says. It was as if the woman was
demanding Easter before Jesus had even got to the Cross.

In conclusion, the very unsettling times we are living in right now underline the
importance of the Good News being for everyone, for the outsiders, the
migrants desperately trying to cross the Channel, for the newly unemployed,
the newly bereaved, for the starving, the homeless, the addicts, the prisoner,
those struggling with their mental health, just as much as it is for those who
already believe.

Jesus has shown us that we can grow into greater compassion and love if we
are prepared to stop and listen to those we don’t normally listen to. And we
don’t always need to wait for the future.



What could we Christians make happen in the present by badgering God now
as the Canaanite woman did rather than leaving it to the future?



