
 
  
  
 It is an old joke. I suspect you’ve heard it before.  
 
 The pastor has the children of the church gathered around her feet for the 
children’s sermon. She asks, “I’m thinking of something that is small, with a bushy tail, 
eats nuts, and climbs trees. Does anyone know what it is?” 
 
 The children sit quietly, no one venturing a guess. 
 
 The pastor again says, “Oh, I bet one of you knows. It is small, climbs trees, eats 
nuts, and has a bushy tail. Gathers nuts in the winter. Anyone?” 
 
 Again silence. 
 
 Finally, one of the children timidly says, “It sounds like a squirrel, but I’m sure it’s 
Jesus.” 
 
 Jesus is the right answer. 
 
 And not just any Jesus is the right answer: Jesus, meek and mild, heart full of love, 
peaceful, considerate. The Jesus who welcomes all – the outcast, the stranger, the enemy. 
We all agree - do we not - that this is the Jesus we worship. 
 
 So who is this imposter we read about today? Where did Matthew dig up this Jesus 
who has forgotten his manners?  
 
 I’m not the only one who is concerned. There are folks who read this and say that 
Jesus didn’t really mean those things he said. He was just testing the woman. Others read 
it and think that this is surely not an authentic story of Jesus, that this is a later addition. 
 
 But I can’t shake the uncomfortable feeling that this is no mistake, and this is no 
test.  
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 This Jesus is not as unknown as we might want to believe. Do you remember when 
Jesus was calling one of his disciples, and he said, “Let me go and bury my father.” Do 
you remember what Jesus said to this grieving son? “Let the dead bury their own dead.”  
 
 In Luke, when Jesus is sending the disciples out into the village to spread the word, 
he tells them to “carry to bag, no shoes, and to greet no one on the road.” 
 
 Jesus came into the Temple precinct, where they were buying and selling, 
brandishing a whip and driving the moneychangers out. 
 
 There is urgency to Jesus, a drive to accomplish the mission. The mission is “to the 
lost sheep of Israel.” Nothing – not dead fathers, not conversations along the road, not the 
business of the Temple, and not some Gentile woman – can alter his plans, divert him 
from the path, or stop what he needs to do. 
 
 I was sitting in my study preparing a sermon when Miss Rita put a call through. 
The woman on the other end was hard to understand. She spoke in a thick country 
African-American accent. I was able to piece together – about every third word – 
something about a refrigerator being out, and three kids, and school starting back, and 
five hundred dollars.  
 
 I asked for her name and address, and told her I’d have to call her back, after I 
spoke to Graceworks. I was really busy at the moment, but I would get back to her. She 
wanted to know what time she could expect the call. Three o’clock. 
 
 I got busy with the sermon, and three o’clock came. And at 3:01, Rita put through 
a call, and it was her. “You said you were going to call at three.” 
 
 I apologized, told her again how busy I was, and that I would call by five. I called 
Graceworks and got word that she was a client and had a legitimate need, and anything 
we could do to help would be good. I hung up. And as I turned in the chair, someone 
came to the door to talk about urgent church business – the mission – and five o’clock 
came. And at 5:05, I got a call – Rita didn’t send it through because she had gone home, 
but the woman knew her way around an answering service. “You said you would call at 
5:00.” 
 
 I apologized again, and told her we were sending a check. “No,” she said, “You 
don’t need to do that. I will come and pick it up.” And she did.  
 



 So I understand. I can see how Jesus would be so focused on his work, his mission 
to the lost sheep of Israel, that he would not let this Canaanite woman deter him. He is 
human after all. 
 
 I believe in the same doctrinal statements that have defined Christianity through 
the centuries. I believe that Jesus was fully human. But the truth is that when I imagine 
Jesus, I imagine him as only semi-human, immune to the culture and times in which he 
lived. It is hard to see Jesus as human. Many of you remember the movie “The Last 
Temptation of Christ.” There was great controversy around the movie because the last 
temptation is Jesus dreaming of marrying Mary Magdalene. The mere suggestion that 
Jesus might be tempted in this way shocked the consciences of many, and led to calls for 
boycotts. We like our Jesus to be human – ish, it seems. 
 
 But the Bible will not let us get away with this portrait of gentle Jesus, meek and 
mild, sort of floating above the world, unaffected by the prejudices of his time. Jesus 
encounters a Canaanite woman. Matthew would have had Mark’s gospel in front of him 
as he wrote, and Mark calls her a Syro-Phoenician, indicating the gentile people who 
lived in the northwestern part of Galilee. But Matthew reaches for an older and more 
provocative title for her. Canaanites were ancient enemies of Israel, and the name was no 
longer used in the time of Jesus. The fact that Matthew uses it tells us that this woman is 
an outsider in every sense of the word. 
 
 She is screaming. The Greek word Matthew uses is the same one used in 
Revelation to describe a woman crying out in labor pains. She screams out for Jesus.  
 
 The Jesus we expect, the Jesus who is always the right answer, would respond 
immediately to her cries. Instead, he is silent.  
 
 Faced with the silence of Jesus, the woman has a choice. She can retreat in the face 
of the silence, or she can join the ranks of Job and Isaiah and Jesus, who, when 
encountering the silence of God, continued their faithful cries, continued believing in a 
just and compassionate God.  
 
 She continues crying out. After the disciples ask him to get rid of her, Jesus utters 
more surprising words, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 
 
 Undeterred, she falls on her knees before the silent Jesus and utters only three 
words: “Lord, help me.” 
 
 



 “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” It is a slur, 
intended, it seems, to silence her by reminding her of who she is – second-class.  
 
 The woman has heard the very worst she can hear from this man before whom she 
kneels. She has every right at this point to get up, be offended, and walk away in disgust. 
But she is a mother, her daughter is ill, and she believes that the man standing before her, 
the man who has just reminded her of her place, is of God.  
 
 So she takes her place with Abraham and Sarah, who reminded God of the 
covenant God had made in promising children to them. She stands alongside Moses, who 
when God threatened to destroy the Israelites in the wilderness because of their 
disobedience, stood up to God on the mountain and reminded God of the promises. She 
stands with Jeremiah, who accused God of deceiving him, and called on God to be God. 
She stands with Job, who in the face of God’s silence kept pleading with God to 
remember. And she stands with three other Canaanite women – Tamar, Rahab, Ruth – all 
listed in Matthew’s genealogy as relatives of Jesus. She has faith, great faith.  
 
 “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.” 
 
 And now, for the first time it seems Jesus sees her. He is captivated by her faith.  
 
 This is the Jesus whom we encounter today, the Jesus who never sent the woman 
away, who allowed her screams, her cries for help to pierce even his own resistance, who 
sees – finally sees – what he calls “great faith,” knowing that just before he had 
bemoaned Simon Peter’s little faith. And so she stands today before us, before the 
church, as a sign. She stands before the church in the cries for help coming from hospital 
intensive care units, from families who are reduced to visiting them in their distress 
through video chat, from the rubble in a devastated Lebanon, from the borderlands 
between black and white, Palestinian and Israeli, undocumented and citizen, gay and 
straight, and within our own hearts and minds as each day passes of this pandemic, and 
we don’t know what to do about our children’s education, the care of the elderly, the 
politics of the day, and so much that remains unknown. 
 
 Jesus doesn’t send us away. He stands with us, and withstands our cries, and sees 
them for what they are – a cry of hope, a cry of love, a cry of faith – and he moves toward 
us – all of us – with healing in his hands. 

 
Today a very human Jesus meets us in the real places where we live, summoning 

us to healing and a future of hope. He remains, in all his fullness, the answer. Amen. 
 



  
 
   


