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 Have any of you noticed that our bulletin covers have been just a bit more artistic 

and appropriate every Sunday since this current liturgical year began, at the end of last 

November?  We purchased a very reasonably priced CD which includes a liturgical 

artist’s drawing for each specific Scripture text within this lectionary year.  One of the 

things I’ve enjoyed about this is that the artist provides another perspective on the 

Scripture texts for the day. I was especially surprised by the cover illustration for this 

morning, and why?  Because (as I mentioned during the youth talk), it’s cute.  It’s 

appealing.  It shows us a lost sheep and a faithful dog.  And our Gospel text does make 

mention of the lost sheep of Israel and of dogs sitting at their master’s feet around the 

kitchen table.  So it’s a fair extrapolation of images for the cover picture!  But the reason 

it surprised me is that the actual text is not really cute or appealing, is it?  Isn’t this 

section of God’s word before us this morning actually unsettling and uncomfortable?  

And doesn’t it actually focus on some significant and provocative issues about who is in 

and who is out?  I love today’s cover art, but it’s not what I would have envisioned, based 

on this text.  This text, providentially, is dealing with troubling issues of race and 

purity….much as our nation has been doing these past weeks.  In fact, in all honesty, our 

bulletin cover picture might more accurately have been a photograph of white 

supremacists surrounding a Jewish synagogue in Charlottesville last weekend, carrying 

Nazi flags and shouting Nazi slogans like “blood and soil” .  That’s the kind of times we 

have been living in, and that’s actually the kind of ideology this text addresses. 

 Amongst all the disturbing images, speeches, accusations and counter accusations 

of this past week, one that I found the most dumbfounding was an interview I happened 



to see on the nightly news with the leader of a white supremacist group in California.  It 

turns out California has more hate groups than any other state, a dubious distinction, to 

say the least.  This man, who really seemed quite genial, stated that the best way to deal 

with racial issues was to separate whites out from all other races, so that we can focus on 

white rights alone.  Really?  Separate whites out from all other races?  How is that to be 

accomplished?  And this in a nation of immigrants, which is presently made up of  

European Caucasians, Hispanics, African Americans, Native Americans, Asians, and 

other peoples.  In fact, according to the U.S. Census Bureau, in 2014 there were more 

than 20 million children under 5 years old living in the U.S., and 50.2 percent of those 

children were minorities---as in, not white Caucasians of European descent.  Presumably, 

this is one of the realities that is alarming white supremacists right now, but a reality it is. 

It is also a reflection of the ideals on which our country was founded. The idea of white 

racial separation and purity is ridiculous, repugnant, and unGodly.  And yet this desire to 

somehow keep a particular ethnic or religious group pure, clean, and separate is hardly 

new.  In fact, it was a motivating drive for the Jews of 1st Century Palestine, and in our 

text today, Jesus is going to provide a living object lesson for his disciples and for us that 

this is not how the Kingdom of God works.   

 Once again, we are blessed with a chance to consider Holy Land geography!  We 

have been noting, since my return from sabbatical, that Israel, called Palestine in the time 

of Jesus, was and is a small nation, about the size of New Jersey.  Last week I 

commented on how the stronghold of Judaism within Palestine was in southern Palestine, 

an area called Judea.  This is where Jerusalem, the capitol and the Temple were located.  

It was not, however, where Jesus was located.  In the middle of ancient Palestine, above 



Judea, was the area of Samaria.  We already know from Bible stories that Samaritans 

were considered sketchy Jews, at best.  Yet above Samaria, in northern Palestine was the 

area of Galilee, also populated by Jews of dubious purity and practice, from the 

perspective of those southern Judeans.  And it is here in barely Jewish Galilee that Jesus 

lives and does his ministry.  Which is already God practicing some theological 

geography, reminding us that God moves in unexpected ways, appears in unexpected 

places, and continually surprises us and upsets our expectations.  But this morning our 

text tells us that Jesus is, for the first time in Matthew’s Gospel, leaving behind even the 

area of Galilee, and in fact, going outside of Palestine’s Jewish borders altogether.  He 

leaves behind the Jews of Galilee, such as they were, to encounter the Canaanite and 

pagan population right outside of Galilee in the district of Tyre and Sidon.  This should 

not have happened.  Jesus should not have done this. For about a thousand years, the 

Hebrew people had been attempting to shun the ways of their neighbors, and not without 

reason.  The monotheism of the Hebrew people stood in stark contrast with the 

polytheism of the other peoples of the area, whose religious practices included ritual 

prostitution and human sacrifice.  Given that the Jewish people were always a small 

minority,  they sought to preserve their racial and religious purity by shunning other 

cultures, declaring them unclean, and avoiding them in every way possible.  They wished 

to be separate from others and to focus on their own purity. But although this was their 

goal, God continually spoke through the prophets to challenge this ideology.  Look at the 

lesson we heard read from the prophet Isaiah today:  “My house shall be called a house of 

prayer for all peoples.  Thus says the Lord God, who gathers the outcasts of Israel, and I 

will gather others to them as well.”   Even throughout the Old Testament era, the 



prophets proclaimed that God had a larger vision than maintaining the status quo and so-

called purity of one small people within a vast world, all of which God loves.  

Nevertheless, this quest for cleanliness, purity, and separation remained a driving force in 

the Judaism of Christ’s days. So, Jesus should not have left Galilee to go and mingle with 

these unclean pagan folks, and he certainly shouldn’t have any interaction with a woman 

of Canaan.  His disciples find themselves way outside their comfort zone. 

 And yet, although this is the first trip Jesus makes outside of Palestine, Matthew 

has already opened the door for a bigger understanding of faith in the very first chapter of 

his Gospel.  We don’t generally pay it too much attention, because it’s a genealogy.  But, 

it’s a genealogy that includes some surprises, among them, the listing of three Canaanite 

–not Hebrew--women who were a part of Jesus’ ancestry:  Rahab, Tamar, and Ruth.  So, 

although the Jewish men of Christ’s time would not normally mix with Canaanite men, 

much less women, three such women were already acknowledged as being among the 

ancestors of Christ in Matthew’s Gospel account.  Jesus, then, is actually encountering a 

woman whose foremothers are Jesus’ kinsfolk. 

 That then is the setting for today’s short and significant encounter.  Jesus has left 

where he should be to go where he shouldn’t; he has crossed intentionally into this 

woman’s territory, she is right where she should be.  This woman shouts at Jesus:  “Have 

mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.”  She is both 

brash in her approach with shouting, but also respectful and humble in her words. 

Strangely, Jesus is silent.  But his disciples, most concerned that the mercy of God may 

be wasted on this unworthy Canaanite woman, urge him to send her away, because she’s 

loud and making a scene.  Jesus replies by giving voice to the predominant understanding 



of the Messiah in his day, the one that supports separation of the clean from the unclean, 

of Jews from other races and people.  He states, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the 

house of Israel.”  And his response prompts this persistent woman—yes, “nevertheless, 

she persisted”-- to go a step further.  She kneels humbly before him and implores him, 

“Lord, help me.”  He responds, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to 

the dogs.”  Ouch!  The reason this text is so unsettling is that Jesus seems to be speaking 

out of character.  There are various theories as to why, but I think the reason is two-fold: 

for his disciples, he is holding up the current understanding, which they endorse, only to 

demonstrate that it’s all wrong.  The kingdom of God encompasses this unclean, pagan 

woman who nevertheless has great faith.  And for the woman, he is pushing back at her, 

helping her discover her voice by testing her mettle—and she does discover her voice, 

and then some.  Because with magnificent wit she responds, “Yes, Lord, yet even the 

dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.”  Jesus seems delighted by her 

response, as are we. Among other things, she proves her faith in the power of God in 

Christ; she only wants a crumb, because she knows that is all that is needed out of that 

abundant feast of what God is doing in Christ.   Jesus offers her praise that he has so far 

withheld from his disciples.  “Great is your faith!”, he exclaims.  In contrast to the 

disciples, where he has repeatedly asked, “why do you have so little faith?”  This 

unclean, impure woman is held up as a faith model and is given healing for her daughter 

and the blessing of the Messiah.  That stubborn, thick wall that ensured only the Jews 

were the recipients of God’s mercy and kingdom comes crashing down.  This woman and 

Jesus together demonstrate that there is a place for everyone who seeks it at the Table of 



God.   God’s kingdom is not about purity, separation, and exclusion; it’s about diversity, 

gathering, and inclusion.  

 We honor this story every week when we celebrate Holy Communion, don’t we?  

“This is not our table; this is the Lord’s table, and all are welcome.”  Because there is a 

place for all who seek one at the table of the Lord; and if there isn’t a place for all who 

seek one, then it’s not the table of the Lord.  It’s that simple.  As Lutherans, we observe 

two sacraments, Holy Baptism and Holy Communion. The sacraments are intended not to 

be exclusionary signs of status, as in “I’m baptized and you’re not.  I receive Communion 

and you’re not worthy to do so.”  The sacraments of Holy Communion and Holy Baptism 

are intended to be ports of entry into God’s kingdom, paths of welcome into the 

community of Christ.   

 This morning, we are about to celebrate the sacrament of Holy Baptism for Dale 

Davidson.  It is a joyful occasion.  An occasion where we celebrate that God publicly 

declares his specific love for Dale and his unbreakable claim on Dale’s life.  Our font is 

small, but just as in Holy Communion, we need to use our imagination.  We have said 

that the half circle of our altar rail is architectural theology, pointing to the reality that the 

other half is around the world and in heaven.  The table of the Lord is a vast table.   

 Likewise, although we have a small font, the fountain of the Lord is a mighty, 

vast fountain, to which all are invited to come and drink, to be cleansed, forgiven, 

refreshed, and renewed.  It doesn’t exist to give some a superior status of purity over 

others, but to provide an entryway into the kingdom of God.  Baptism is for purposes of 

inclusion, not exclusion.  The Font and the Table are not walls, but open doors, inviting 

all those who seek to come and eat, to come and get wet.   And the community of the 



baptized, the community of the table, is not a pure, separate community from the rest of 

the world, but a diverse, representative community of and in the world, made up of 

people like us, simultaneously saint and sinner,  strong and weak, faithful and doubting, 

lost and found, but following our Lord.  Individually and collectively, we are treasured by 

God.  “Gather us in”, we’re about to sing.  And God does gather us in; from every corner 

of the world, every economic group, male, female, young old, and every nation and race.  

Amen.    

  

 

 

  

 


