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This must be one of those don’t-talk-to-me-day for Jesus. The day starts off
wrong for him. It’s like one of those days when one feels like a prickly pear and
the body language says: “Don’t come any closer to me!” “Stay away, leave me
alone.”

The Canaanite woman comes to Jesus with a very deeply felt request: “Lord,
Son of David, have mercy of me.” The begging woman in today’s gospel has
everything working against her: she is a woman; she is a Canaanite; and she is
a Canaanite woman in need. As a woman, she is not allowed to address men
in public. As a member of the Canaanite people, she belongs to an ethnic and
religious group that has historically been at odds with Israel. And as a
Canaanite woman in need, she is humbled to seek healing from a stranger
whose cultural and national background is in conflict with her own society. In
this scene, she probably raised some eyebrows of her own kind. With this so
evident handicap, she has no right to advance a request of a Jew. By speaking
to aman in public and crossing ethnic and religious boundaries, she is
embarrassing herself and attracting the ire of her society, besides turning
Jesus off.

A quick Google search will inform us that the name "Canaan" appears
throughout the Bible as a territory associated with the "Promised Land,"
covering modern day Israel and Palestine. Canaan was the land of a Semitic
civilization grouping together various ethnic groups going back thousands of
years before the birth of Jesus.

The term Semitic people or Semites is an obsolete term referring to ancient
and modern people of the Middle East, including but not limited to Arabs,
Arameans, Israelites, Moabites, Phoenicians and Samaritans. It is more
common to speak of Semitic-speaking peoples.’ So, the term “anti-Semitism”
may be used to indicate harm toward any of the above-mentioned groups .

1 Semitic people - Wikipedia
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The Canaanite woman has nothing to lose. She is unflinching in her request
that Jesus heal her daughter. And she is stonewalled: Jesus ignores her. The
story presents Jesus in a non-flattering light as he attempts to deny her
persistent request. Jesus does not look good here. His Jewish trained mind,
biases and all, doesn’t give him much of a choice: a gentile is denied a place
at the (Jewish) table.

But she is more than a nuisance: she soon becomes a thorn in the disciples’
side. She doesn’t seem to be able to read the cues: “Jesus doesn’t want to
have anything to do with you. Go away,” they must be thinking. So,
exasperated as they are, they want Jesus to do something already. But Jesus’s
replies are cold, if not disrespectful, from the outset.

The Canaanite woman is aware she’s stepped out of bounds as she advances
her shameless request. She must be aware that what she is requesting
requires that Jesus also step over boundaries. She is relentless and is not
intimidated by Jesus’ silence or the disciples’ unsuccessful attempts at
quieting her.

The woman is aware of the unthinkable boundary crossing she’s made and is
requesting of Jesus, but she will accept even “crumbs” in the faith that Jesus’
healing power and love are intended even for her. She demonstrates self-
controlwhen she does not fall for Jesus’ derogatory and racially loaded
remark. In Jesus’ words one can easily detect the historical animosity
between the two people and his Israel-first policy. Yet, this episode can be
remembered as the “When Jesus goes low, the woman goes high”

moment. She does not curse him when she realizes that he ignores her; in
fact, she does not question the popular claim by asking: “And you think you

»
!

are the Messiah, the Son of God? Give me a break, get out of here!” No, she
keeps her self-respect and her wounded dignity (she is a Canaanite woman

breaking norms, remember?) and remains focused on her need.

She is determined enough to rebut all his excuses. She is not afraid of
sounding insolent and will not be dismissed that easily. This is a rhetorical and
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theological battle story, and here’s the shocking thing: Jesus loses. The
Canaanite woman in need helps Jesus to put his foot into his mouth!

It is remarkable that the story is even told. When someone in authority, when
your spiritual leader says or does something embarrassing, would you talk
about it? Maybe yes, but in gossip form. Is this what is going on for Matthew
and Mark, the two evangelists that report the story (John and Luke didn’t want
to touch it)? Why? Why would you report this and embarrass your Lord?
Where is the good news in this? Well, the good news is in the fact that Jesus
recognized his biases, his prejudice toward the woman and gentiles in
general: his eyes were opened. He realized that faith has no boundaries, that
people of all nations are children of the heavenly Father and worthy of the
food on the banquet table. This is something Jesus learned and we can learn
also, unless we are so blind and stuck in the unawareness of our prejudices.

The Canaanite woman addresses Jesus as Lord three times. She
acknowledges him as David’s son, something the Pharisees could not do, and
kneels before him in an act of reverence and worship. She actively and
patiently dismantles the ethnic, religious, and gender barriers: her faith in
God’s mercy prevails over nationalistic ideology and the stereotypes attached
to her identity. Her creative logic surprises Jesus deeply and is able to change
his mind: the Gentiles can now be included among the children of God and
can receive their fair share of the daily bread. Faith can overcome even
entrenched social divisions!

In our gathering around word and meal we receive strength to be signs of
comfort, healing, and justice for those in need. Yet, is there anyone we
consider inferior and not worthy of our attention and consideration? Any “dog”
we ignore, dismiss, put down, disparage with our sense of superiority and self-
righteousness? Anyone we’d rather avoid? Jesus learned his lesson, can we
learn ours?

May we hear the cry of those at the margin of our awareness. May we learn to
cross boundaries, unafraid of extending to others the grace and mercy we
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have received. May we see in those we differ from the humanity, the pain and
anguish they may be experiencing, and the imprint of the image of a God so
big, so hospitable and generous to call everyone to his banquet table. Amen.
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