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If I were in charge of Jesus’ public relations, I’m not sure I would want this story about 
him getting around. Jesus leaves familiar territory and people and heads to the far 
borders of Israel toward Gentile territory.  

And on the way a desperate mother seeks healing for her daughter, kneeling before 
Jesus with that urgent prayer of “Lord, have mercy on me. My daughter is tormented.” 
Initially, Jesus ignores her. Then the disciples want to send her away. Jesus then says, 
“I’m here only for the lost sheep of the house of Israel”—telling her she’s beyond the 
scope of his mission. BUT, she persists.... “Lord, help me.” Jesus then responds to the 
real and urgent needs of this mother without compassion and with harsh, offensive 
language—calling her a “dog,” a term of scorn for Gentiles. 

 And yet, the unrelenting woman continues to push for what she most needs, which is 
the healing of her tormented daughter—reminding even Jesus that even the dogs eat 
crumbs from the table. Finally, on her fourth attempt, the pleas of the Canaanite woman 
move Jesus to respond. “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you 
wish.” 

 If this story about Jesus gets around, people might really misunderstand him. Can’t 
you just imagine the soundbite on the news? Playing the audio of Jesus’s words to the 
woman over and over again. The optics are not good for a guy building a movement on 
“love your neighbor as yourself” and “love your enemies.” Boundary Crossing is a 
central element of the gospel healing narratives. This encounter is situated “on the 
border” in many ways: the boundary of male/female, Jew/Gentile, friend/ enemy, 
holy/demon possessed.  

The gospel writer of Matthew refers to the woman as Canaanite, the traditional enemies 
of the Jews. In most cases in the gospel healing stories, Jesus initiates the boundary 
crossing.  

But here, it is the Canaanite woman who crosses the accepted boundaries. She is the 
protagonist. She initiates the entire exchange with Jesus. A Canaanite woman confronts 
a Jewish man. Jesus is in her neighborhood, and her need is a desperate one: the healing 
of her child. 

She is willing to risk all the social, religious, and cultural norms to receive healing for 
her daughter. She takes a huge risk and crosses the boundary of what was acceptable. 
She is not deterred by Jesus’s lack of response, the disciples’ request for her to be sent 
away, or even Jesus’s insulting reaction to her. She believes that her daughter, a human 
being, a child of God, deserves healing. 



 And she stakes her claim on and her faith in the boundary-less love and mercy of God. 
The vulnerable, desperate, bold, boundary-crossing woman not only secures healing for 
her daughter, she also challenges the scope of Jesus’ ministry.  

Sharon Ringe describes this encounter as “an incident in Jesus’ life when he was caught 
with his compassion down.” Throughout the years interpreters have gone to great 
lengths to rationalize and rehab the offensive image of Jesus: he was tired, or the 
language he uses is not as offensive as it sounds, or he was having a bad day, or he was 
testing her faith. Some question the tone in which Jesus called her a dog or even his 
facial expression. 

 A lot of effort has been poured into defending Jesus and his interactions with this 
outsider—efforts to lessen the difficulty of the passage and its dissonance with how we 
want to think about Jesus—perfect, compassionate, a good listener, welcoming, and 
unprejudiced. But, I’m not very interested in the interpretations that sanitize Jesus’ 
encounter with the Canaanite woman—the quintessential outsider by virtue of gender, 
ethnicity, geography, and more. 

 I am more interested in learning from what Jesus learned that day through his 
encounter with a mother willing to do most anything to facilitate the healing of her 
demon possessed daughter—an outsider who knew something about God—that God’s 
mercy and love and generosity and healing are for all people, even her, and even those 
beyond the perceived boundaries, even the perceived boundaries Jesus has for his own 
ministry.  

While a publicist may not want this kind of story about Jesus getting out, I have grown 
to love and appreciate this encounter. It shines a light on the humanity of Jesus. And 
how his view of the other was shaped by his culture—a culture built on racial and 
ethnic hierarchy. He thought he understood his ministry to be just to the Jews and not 
to the Gentiles. And his narrow understanding prevented him in the moment from 
seeing the full humanity and needs of the desperate Canaanite woman kneeling in front 
of him.  

We can become blind to the humanity and the needs of people who are not like us— 
people who do not look, think, or talk like us. Like our Savior, we can get it wrong. We 
can make negative generalizations about whole groups of people based on one 
encounter. But thankfully, we can also get our minds changed. 

The persistent woman shakes up how Jesus understands his call to ministry. She helps 
him see his own bias and that her life mattered. And in this wild world, I am 
encouraged that even Jesus can get his mind changed about something that really 
matters—and more importantly someone who really matters. Jesus gets his mind 
changed by his close encounter because what was at stake was at the heart of God.  

 So I wonder if the woman’s daughter isn’t the only person healed in this gospel story—
maybe Jesus ends up being healed, too—healed from his prejudice in that moment, and 
his eyes begin to be opened to the racism inherent in his culture. Jesus’ encounter with 



the Canaanite woman changes him not just in that moment, but it changes the future 
and shape of his ministry.  

Earlier in the gospel of Matthew, Jesus sends out the disciples telling them NOT to go to 
the Gentiles or to Samaria. By the end of the gospel of Matthew, he sends them out to 
make disciples of “all nations,” or “all ethnicities” and to the ends of the earth. His new 
perspective frees him to respond, to heal, to become again the channel of God’s 
redeeming presence.  

Until he encountered the woman, even Jesus had not yet realized how expansive God’s 
kingdom is and how inclusive God’s grace is. And he did not realize that racism was in 
the groundwater of his culture. And the experience of having his mind changed made 
all the difference and was a turning point in his ministry. Jesus was well-practiced in 
crossing boundaries and extending the table, but even he was stretched into new 
understandings.  

His understanding of God’s mission gets enlarged, broadened, and broken wide open 
by the faith and boldness and persistence of this fierce woman. “Yes, Lord. Yet even the 
dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” Just when we think we know 
where the boundaries of our concern are—where the scope of our ministry is, what the 
bounds of our neighborhood are, the kinds of people we care about, the circle is drawn 
wider.  

And the circle of God’s care is wider, larger, deeper, than even Jesus realized. “It would 
seem that, quite possibly, the ultimate measure of health in any community might well 
reside in our ability to stand in awe at what folks have to carry rather than in judgment 
at how they carry it.” 

 These words from Gregory Boyle, Jesuit Priest, and the man who started a community 
called Homeboy Industries in 1998. Moved by compassion for the people he served 
while pastoring a mission church in LA, he started Homeboy Industries to assist 
individuals and families affected by the cycle of poverty, drugs, gangs, and 
incarceration. Since 1998 he along with many, many Homeboys and Homegirls has 
been learning that the healing process can only happen when we are in relationship 
with one another.  

Father Boyle, or G, as they call him in the community, talks a lot about kinship. K-i-n-s-
h-i-p. Like, “are you kin to them?” Kinship is what happens to us when we refuse to 
forget that we belong to each other. There is a lot of "high moral distance" that separates 
“us” from “them” in our time. 

 And Boyle says it is God’s dream come true when we recognize that there exists no 
daylight between us. Imagine, if you will with God, a giant circle of compassion, the 
kind of circle that would keep us inching ourselves closer to the margins so that the 
margins themselves would be erased. This is kinship.  

Standing in this giant circle, a community of compassion, with those whose dignity has 
been denied. Locating ourselves with the poor and the powerless and all whose voices 
have not been heard. On the edges joining the easily despised and the readily left out. 



We stand with the demonized so that the demonizing will stop. Situating ourselves next 
to the disposable so that the day will come when we eventually stop throwing people 
away.  

The Canaanite woman stood with Jesus, even if it took a minute for Jesus to stand with 
her, so that the demonizing her daughter endured would stop. 

 So, we must commit ourselves again and again to the way of Jesus, to the hard and 
holy work of racial justice, to healing and dismantling every practice and policy that 
privilege the lives of white people over those of others.  

And on our way to the Way of Jesus, we might even find our minds changed about a 
few things. As followers of Jesus in this time and place this is our call. This means we 
have to do more than just know that there are no dividing lines or boundaries when it 
comes to God’s all-encompassing love. We have to live and love and show up and 
speak out and advocate for just and equitable ways of living together—for we belong to 
God and we belong to each other. May we be as brave and persistent and fierce as this 
woman and her daughter. Amen.  


