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Sermon 02-09/10-2019 

Why We Can(‘t) Get Along – Polarization and the heart of democracy (6 of 9) 

“Conservative or Liberal?” – Rev. Markus Wegenast 

 

Are you conservative or liberal? 

Forgive me my frankness in asking. But conservative and liberal values oftentimes 

clash and easily lead to fierce arguments. I think it is well deserved to bring this 

subject up in our sermon series on “Why we don’t get along.” 

 

There is a good chance that you may not like to identify yourself through a label 

like conservative or liberal. It can be a dangerous thing. We can easily get trapped 

in our labels or make prejudicial judgments about each other. “Oh, she’s a liberal, I 

don’t even want to hear what she has to say because it’s just going to be against 

what I believe…!” 

 

Yes, labels are dangerous; we shouldn’t use them to compartmentalize each other. 

But at the same time labels can help us make sense of our world and how we live 

in it.  

20 years ago I would not have thought that I’d ever say this:  

When it comes to theological and many social questions, I label myself as a 

conservative for the most part. And yes, sometimes that leads to fierce 

conversations with colleagues and friends. 

 

Maybe you have experienced that too. Even if you’re not a die-hard conservative or 

liberal, chances are that at least in some areas of your life you have a preference… 

 

Isn’t it quite natural then that as a Christian you would ask: “Was Jesus a liberal or 

was he a conservative?” Because he is the one you want to follow – right? 

 

Some Christians are tempted to give a quick answer to this question. “Of course 

the status quo challenging wandering preacher was a liberal!” you hear, or: “Of 

course the law upholding ‘back to the roots’ preacher was a conservative!”… The 

reality, however, is far more complex and holistic. Judge for yourself… 

 

We are going to hear a story from the gospels now and I’m curious how you would 

label Jesus. Please listen intently and try not to make a rushed decision… 

 
Matthew 15:21-28 

21 Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 22 Just then a Canaanite 

woman from that region came out and started shouting, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of 

David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.” 23 But he did not answer her at all. And his 

disciples came and urged him, saying, “Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us.” 24 He 

answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 25 But she came and knelt 

before him, saying, “Lord, help me.” 26 He answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s food 

and throw it to the dogs.” 27 She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from 

their masters’ table.” 28 Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done 

for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly. 
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What do you think? Was Jesus acting like a conservative or like a liberal? I hope I 

didn’t distract you with the question. Maybe you felt like you entered a foreign 

land by trying to label your friend and savior.  

 

If you felt you were a bit in a foreign land then you were exactly where Jesus was! 

He literally went into foreign lands, the region of Tyre and Sidon, way north of 

Israel, outside of the holy land to which he was sent to be the messiah.  

We have no idea why Jesus decided to aboard his original mission for a brief 

period and go abroad. But it shouldn’t surprise us that it didn’t take long until he 

would run into a resident of the area – in this case: a Canaanite woman… 

 

Even though the woman is not an Israelite, she shows that she has some knowledge 

about Jewish customs. She calls Jesus Lord and Son of David and she has high 

hopes that he would somehow be able to save her daughter who is tormented by a 

demon.  

BTW: this shows us that it doesn’t matter where in the world you live. 

Demons are plaguing humankind anywhere (aka: Israel and gentiles) – and you 

understand that I use the term demon in the most general of all terms… 

 

There she is, a woman of a different race and religion with a desperate need. She 

could have gone to one of her own gods. The Canaanite deity of Eshmun had a 

temple only a few miles away – maybe she was already there – it doesn’t matter. 

What matters is that now she is before Jesus and she asks for his help. 

 

What a chance for Jesus! He can show off the reality of the living God, the God 

who created that Canaanite woman and the world around her. But he doesn’t seem 

to care for doing anything.  

He makes an explicit statement that he was not sent into the world to help people 

like her. People like her – foreigners! Only sent to the people of Israel. Period. 

 

Why did Jesus bother going abroad when he isn’t willing to do anything there? … 

 

The woman doesn’t budge – she is finding her voice. She heard Jesus, loud and 

clear, she heard his rejection, his theological argument that he can’t help her because 

he was “…sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” But the Canaanite woman 

stubbornly persists: “Lord, help me.” She uses the one thing she has: her voice! 

 

Now you’d think Jesus’ would give. But instead he becomes almost rude: “It is not 

fair to take the children’s [aka: Israelites’] food and throw it to the dogs.” Did he just call 

her a dog? There are long debates as to how offensive Jesus actually was here. We 

however focus on that woman. She continues to find her voice in the midst of 

insult and high profile arguments of Jesus. 

“But even dogs get to eat some of the crumbs that fall off the master’s table!” Maybe 

she yelled that sentence toward Jesus. And it takes effect. 
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We don’t know if Jesus set up this whole situation on purpose. We don’t know if 

Jesus wanted to help that woman from the very beginning – we don’t. All we know 

is that she won’t give up asking him for help. And Jesus recognizes something 

powerful in that: 

 He doesn’t praise her bravery, he doesn’t praise her wit, he praises her faith! 

Her faith made all the difference to him; a faith that found its way through her 

daring voice that she found in her position of weakness and inferiority.  

Imagine, she was a single foreign racial woman, outnumbered by at least 13 

guys. Jesus pushed for the rules: “Woman, the rules are: I can’t help you, you are 

not my mission field” – but then he changes his mind in a prophetic way.  

It’s actually not that he becomes a rule breaker, he just shows us who he is 

as one that came to fulfill the law: Jesus invites the future into the present – he lets 

the post-Easter life seep into the present as to foreshadow what Easter will be like. 

Easter will make his mission a mission to the world and it already becomes a 

reality today for that women. Why, because of her faith! 

 

I’m not much of an expert on American history but I have to say: it is hard for me 

not to see nuances of Rosa Parks’ bus incident in this story. A woman who found 

her voice and stood up against the rules. She too invited a future into that bus that 

was not ready to be unfolded yet. The bus driver that confronted Mrs. Parks back 

than simply enforced the rules of his time and place. Just as Jesus initially enforced 

the rules with the Canaanite woman. Yet contrary to the bus driver, Jesus invites 

and allows the future to happen and to unfold. Jesus was probably also present 

when a future reality seeped into that bus in 1955! 

----- 

Let’s leave 1955 behind and ask: What must we learn from Jesus’ encounter with 

the Canaanite woman? What lesson is in there for you – you think?  

- Do you find yourself in that woman – in need to find your own voice as you 

struggle to apply your faith to the brokenness in your world? 

- Do you find yourself in Jesus, who left his mission to go to foreign lands and 

make an exception? 

 

In the beginning I asked you whether Jesus was a conservative or a liberal. Most of 

us are not neutral when it comes to the label of conservative or liberal. And our 

own labels influence how we understand Jesus and follow him.  

 

If you want Jesus to be a liberal you might be quick to conclude that this story 

proves that Jesus’ love overcame all of those old restrictive Old Testament 

prophecies and that it is never right to stick with the rigidness of original rules. 

 

As a conservative you might be quick to conclude that this story demonstrates that 

Jesus was willing to conserve the rules over the emotional need of a particular 

situation and that it was the woman showing orthodox Jesus-style faith that made 

the healing possible. 
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It is not wrong that we have preferences in the way how we approach life. 

Conservative and liberal are very profound preferences that help us navigate 

through a complicated world. But we can’t miss that this story challenges us at 

both ends of the spectrum.  

 

See what Jesus doesn’t say: He doesn’t say that he honors that Canaanite woman’s 

faith in deities like Eshmun – he doesn’t say it doesn’t matter what people believe 

as long as they do believe something. No – it was the woman’s faith in him that 

made the difference.  

 

But we also have to see that God’s healing and care was given to a non-Israelite 

without her converting to become a formal Jew. She even receives praise for her 

faith while his covenant-disciples don’t.  

 

Friends, it is unlikely that we will ever have a society in which we will not have 

divisions of minds in terms of labels like conservative and liberal. The church will 

always be a mix of followers of Jesus. We will always be attracted to different 

aspects of his truth.  

But when it comes to living together and getting along we have to let the 

scriptures inform us of the wideness of God’s character. We will not find God’s 

truth if we are only willing to explore God through the lens of our preferred labels.  

 

In the meantime there are real people out there surrounding us with real needs. I 

believe it is safe to say that it was not of a concern for the Canaanite woman 

whether Jesus was liberal or conservative – she needed help, that’s all that counted.  

 

Which side is more right, the side that sees the world through conservative eyes or 

through liberal eyes? I’m actually going to give you an answer. Are you excited? 

~ The side that sees the world through God’s eyes has it! For this we need to 

be willing to listen to each other, to hear where we are coming from and what 

needs we have. I don’t think that Jesus cares on which side of the spectrum you 

stand but I do believe that he cares about how you treat the ones that are not on 

your side. That’s what he demonstrated when he healed the daughter of the 

Canaanite woman.  

 

You don’t have to be defensive about the label you prefer. But you have to be 

willing to look at the person and the needs outside of your label because chances 

are that you will find Jesus there – right there, in the voice that someone finds to 

demand justice and healing from you. Amen. 
 


