
O Woman of Great Faith!

Jesus withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon.  And 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 out after us.” He said in reply [to the woman], “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house
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

Jesus seems so harsh in this story!  He seems to rudely dismiss this foreign woman in great
distress. What do we make of this disturbing scene?  There are two scholarly interpretations that
might help.  They are different from one another, but I wonder if we might be able to weave them
together to extract a valuable lesson.

For an Israelite such as Jesus to refer to foreigners as dogs was not uncommon.  The average
Israelite had deep-seated prejudices against non-Jews.  No doubt this would have been true of
Jesus’ disciples.  Jesus sees their prejudice towards this woman when they tell him to “Send her
away.”  Jesus had made a choice to minister in the foreign region of Tyre and Sidon perhaps
because he wasn’t as prejudiced as they.  And he needed them to get on-board.  But
deep-seated prejudices are difficult to extract.  So Jesus couldn’t just tell them to change, he
had to demonstrate the falsity of their beliefs.  And so he takes on the persona of the disciples.
He says aloud what they were all thinking—calling the woman a dog.  I’m sure the disciples
were all thinking to themselves, “Yeah!  You tell her, Jesus!”  But this very statement draws out
of the woman a faith that surpasses the holier-than-thou disciples.  Her words ring loud and
clear and her faith is undeniable.  Just a few verses before, Jesus had declared to Peter, “O you
of little faith (Mt 14:31).”  Those words must still have been ringing in their ears as they heard
Jesus tell this foreigner: “O woman great is your faith!”  The harsh words of Jesus exposed the
lie of their prejudices and soberly taught them that one’s nationality or creed does not
necessarily mean that one is more or less faith-filled than someone of a different background.

The second interpretation reminds us that according to Luke: Jesus grew in wisdom.  It is
possible that Jesus is growing in wisdom right before our eyes.  We see Jesus learning that His
mission actually goes beyond Israel.  And who teaches Him that?  This Canaanite woman, of
course.   Jesus grew up in a small village with a people who struggled to comprehend God’s
universal love.  Perhaps Jesus had a gut-feeling about this and went to Tyre and Sidon to
broaden his perspective.  This foreign woman, through her great faith, taught Jesus that his
mission was wider and deeper than Israel.  Perhaps it is at this very moment that Jesus for the
first time can envision himself not simply as the savior of the Israelites, but rather as a savior of
the universe.  Perhaps this story is about Jesus modeling for us an openness to growth to which
all Christians are called.



Putting these two interpretations together, we should pray that, like Jesus, we too might grow in
wisdom.  We pray that we can have the openness that Jesus had when he stepped onto foreign
soil and dared to listen to people of a different gender, creed, and nationality. Ironically, this
openness to growth might allow the very people we reject to lead us to shed our prejudices and
take on a greater faith.
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