
A Healer for Others

At that time Jesus withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon.  And behold a Canaanite woman of
that district came and called out, “Have pity on me, Lord, Son of David!  My daughter is
tormented by a demon.”  But he did not say a word in answer to her.  His disciples came and
asked him, “Send her away, for she keeps calling after us.”  He said in reply, “I was sent only to
the lost sheep of Israel.” But the woman came and did him homage, saying, “Lord, help me.”
He said in reply, “It is not right to take the food of the children and throw it to the dogs.” She
said, “Please, Lord, for even the dogs eat the scraps that fall from the table of their masters.”
Then Jesus said to her in reply, “O woman, great is your faith!  Let it be done for you as you
wish.”  And her daughter was healed from that hour.

Matthew 15: 21-28

This is a troubling image of Jesus.  He seems to be scornfully disrespectful of a woman who is
deeply troubled about her daughter—even to the point of calling her a dog.  How can we
reconcile this Jesus with the Jesus of love and compassion and tenderness?  Why would Jesus
treat her so poorly?

This woman is a Gentile and a Canaanite—the ancestral enemies of the Jews.  She is an
outsider, a foreigner; someone who has a very different faith and politics than the Israelite
people.  Jesus, of course, is interested in healing the girl and restoring the family, but Jesus is
far more interested in healing all the mothers and daughters of all times and places.  He wants
to heal, not just the people that happen to be walking on the earth while Jesus is physically
present, but all those “mothers and daughters” coming after them.  In order to accomplish this,
he needs to mold his disciples (all the way down to you and me!) into vessels of his healing
ministry.  He knows that in all cultures and in all times, the greatest harm to families in distress is
not ailments or demons from hell but rather prejudice, racism, and judgmentalism.  The greatest
obstacle to universal care and concern is that we do not care for those who are not a part of our
family, our nation, our tribe, our party, our faith. If Jesus was to be the healer of all the mothers
and daughters to come, he would have to break down the walls of division that isolate and
exclude the vulnerable.  Jesus is using this moment to tear down that prejudice in his disciples.

He knows this woman to be a person of faith.  At the very beginning of the story, the woman
calls Jesus “Lord.”  Surprisingly, Jesus is seldom called “Lord” in the Gospels.  He is often called
Rabbi, Teacher, Master, and so on, but seldom “Lord.” So Jesus knows from the start that this
Gentile woman has greater faith than even his disciples. But this fact is incomprehensible to the
disciples.  How can someone who does not share my religion, my race, my nationality have a
greater faith than me?  To break through the hard shell of prejudice, Jesus will have to draw out
the indomitable faith of the woman.  He does so by playing the role of a prejudiced man and by
using his argument.  “It is not right to take food for the children and give it to the dogs.”  The
disciples interiorly would have been pleased with the insult.  “You tell her, Jesus!” they must
have thought.  But then comes the stinging reply: “Please, Lord [note: ‘Lord,’ again—even after
being called a dog!], for even the dogs eat the scraps that fall from the table of their masters.”



Even more stinging would be Jesus’ definitive and revolutionary declaration, “O Woman, great is
your faith!”  Before this incident, Jesus always described the disciples’ faith as weak and small:
“O you of little faith.”  So imagine how much it must have stung to have heard Jesus say that
this woman’s faith was great!  “Could it be possible,” the disciples must have wondered in
amazement, “that a woman, and a person who does not share my nationality or my religion,
could have a ‘great faith’ compared to my ‘little faith?’”

In the end, Jesus heals the daughter and reconciles the family.  But he does so much more than
that: he begins to make it possible for his disciples to look with openness and love rather than
prejudice on those who are “other” than themselves. The tagline of our parish is “A Community
for Others.” We are called to be a community for those who do not look like us, think like us,
vote like us, or pray like us.  In doing so, we become Christ’s vessels of healing for the “others”
of our own time.
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