Bill Krieger

St. Paul’s

Aug 14, 2011; 9 Pentecost, Pr 15, Yr A


Matthew 15: (10-20), 21-28 (Perspectives)

A priest and a rabbi found themselves sharing a compartment on a train.  After a while, the priest put down his book and opened a conversation by saying, "I know that, in your religion, you're not supposed to eat pork...  but have you really never tasted it?" 

The rabbi closed his newspaper and responded, "I must tell you the truth. Yes I have, on one occasion." 

The rabbi then asked, "I know that, in your religion, you're supposed to be celibate... but..." 

The priest interjected, "Yes, I know, I know.  And yes, I did succumb to temptation once, when I was young." 

The two resumed their reading. There was silence for a while. 

Then the rabbi peered over his newspaper and said, "Beat's the hell out of pork, doesn't it?"

The joke actually fits well with our gospel today.  It talks about the issue of “clean” and “unclean” foods in Judaism – restrictions that are observed to this day.  And it speaks to the fact that it is not only the Jews that observe what are called “purity laws.”  Christians do, as well.  In this case, the “purity law” is the celibacy of Roman Catholic priests.

Our lessons today all point to this issue of what, and who, is unclean.  For the Jews, the Gentiles were unclean.  Even the land on which they lived was unclean.  But our passage from Isaiah speaks of the salvation of foreigners, that God’s house will be a house of prayer for all peoples.  The psalm says, “Let all the peoples praise you,” and asks for God’s saving health among all nations.  The Romans passage tells us of God’s mercy to all, Jews and Gentiles alike.  And our gospel deals not only with the tradition of washing hands, but with the faith of a Canaanite woman.

The Israelites hated the Canaanites.  In the Hebrew Scriptures, the book of Deuteronomy we hear:  “But as for the towns of these peoples that the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance, you must not let anything that breathes remain alive.  You shall annihilate them – the Hittites and the Amorites, [and] the Canaanites . . . just as the Lord your God has commanded . . . ”
  While they did not carry through with this, both the books of Joshua
 and Judges
 speak of the Canaanites being put to forced labor.

Their justification for making the Canaanites slaves?  There is an odd story from Genesis that made this easier.  As background, Canaan is the son of Ham and the grandson of Noah.  Here is how it goes:  “Noah, a man of the soil, was the first to plant a vineyard.  He drank some of the wine and became drunk, and he lay uncovered in his tent.  And Ham, the father of Canaan, saw the nakedness of his father, and told his two brothers outside.  Then Shem and Japheth took a garment, laid it on both their shoulders, and walked backward and covered the nakedness of their father; their faces were turned away, and they did not see their father’s nakedness.  When Noah awoke from his wine and knew what his youngest son had done to him, he said, ‘Cursed be Canaan; lowest of slaves shall he be to his brothers.’”
  
Just as the Israelites hated the Canaanites, it is safe to say that the Canaanites had equal hatred for the people who took their land and made them their slaves.

This makes the encounter between Jesus and the Canaanite woman all the more extraordinary.  And, for most of us, somewhat awkward.  Taken at face value, Jesus seems to be exceedingly harsh to the woman.  She comes to him pleading for help for her daughter, tormented by a demon.  Acknowledging him to be Lord, Son of David.  At first he ignores her, and then says, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.”  A curt rejection of her plea.  In spite of this, from her desperation, she kneels in front of him, begging him to help her daughter.  Jesus’ response?  “Not fair to give the children’s food to the dogs.”

It is no surprise that commentators have tried, in many ways, to soften Jesus’ remarks.

Douglas Hare, in a Bible commentary called Interpretation, suggests there are three main approaches to this dilemma. The first is to treat it as inauthentic – that it never really happened.  The harsh words and actions of Jesus were fabricated by conservative Jewish followers of Jesus, who opposed the Gentile mission.  This was later corrected by those wanted to include the Gentiles, by adding Jesus’ praise for the Canaanite woman and the healing of her daughter.  But there are problems with this approach.  A similar passage is found in Mark as well as Matthew, and there is no evidence for a dual composition.

The second approach treats the passage as authentic, but that Jesus’ behavior is not as harsh as it sounds to us.  Maybe the saying, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs” was just a proverb of the time, like “charity begins at home.”  And it is often pointed out that the Greek word for ‘dogs’ is in the diminutive, used for pets and not street scavengers.  But there are problems with this tack also.  There is no such proverb found elsewhere in literature of that time, and Jesus would have spoken in Aramaic, not Greek.  There is no diminutive for dog in Aramaic.

The third approach accepts the story in all its harshness.  Jesus is considered to be a typical Jewish male of his day.  Chauvinistic towards both women and Gentiles.  But the persistence and the clever retort of the Canaanite woman change his perspective.  Yet this too has its problems.  Imagine – we would have to accept that all men, even Jesus Christ, can be corrected by a woman!  What a Pandora’s box that would be.

So, where do we go from here?  There are a couple of points where almost all Biblical scholars agree.  First, Matthew used Mark as a source.  All but 60 verses of the Gospel of Mark are found in Matthew.  Often verbatim.  We can look to the places where Matthew differs from Mark as an indication of Matthew’s purpose.  Second, Matthew was writing especially to the Jewish community.  The extensive use of the OT as prophecy, the many disputes with the Pharisees over matters of law and tradition, the genealogy of Jesus – all point to this.  Third, Matthew firmly believed in the universality of Jesus’ Messiah-ship.  Ending his gospel with the great commission, “Go therefore and make disciples of all nations.”

Matthew was writing to a divided Jewish community.  It was a turbulent time – the Temple had been destroyed, and there was hostility between those Jews who were willing to accept the mission to the Gentiles and those who were not.

Perhaps Matthew approached it like this.  He has Jesus underscore his mission of salvation as first and foremost to the Jews.  Sending out the Twelve, Jesus says, “Go nowhere among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  An instruction found only in Matthew’s gospel.  Then in today’s lesson Jesus says to the Canaanite woman, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  Again, words found only in Matthew.  Followed by Jesus saying, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”  Made harsher than Mark’s account by omitting Jesus’ works, “Let the children be fed first . . .”

In this build-up, Matthew garners support from the traditionalist Jewish faction.  He continues this by having the Canaanite woman show subservience.  Calling Jesus the Son of David, calling him Lord.  Kneeling before him, pleading.  Claiming only the crumbs that fall from the table of the Jews.  Having faith in the power of the Jewish Messiah.

Then the turning point.  The woman makes a clever retort, Jesus commends her faith, and he heals her daughter instantly.  The mission to the lost sheep of Israel grows to include the Gentiles.  In this way, Matthew achieves his goal.

There are several ways to think about our gospel.  Perhaps Jesus’ heart and mind were really changed by the Canaanite woman.  That Jesus was human, after all, and Jesus may have come to understand his mission only gradually, not supernaturally from birth or at his baptism.

Or perhaps Jesus was using this as an opportunity to teach his disciples.  Seeing in the Canaanite woman’s eyes a desperation that would not let go, and setting up the disciples by his mock hostility and antagonism to her.  Just so he could turn their thinking upside down, teaching them of God’s love for all humanity.  Even their enemies.

Or perhaps it was Matthew doing a little editorial work on Mark’s gospel, directed to the problem facing his community of faith.  The problem of accepting Jesus as Messiah for both Jew and Gentile.

However you view the gospel, it is impossible not to like the Canaanite woman.  Her pluck, her persistence, and her faith.  It’s hard not to imagine a twinkle in Jesus’ eyes when she said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.”

Our gospel is all about inclusion, about God’s grace extended to all people, so it is good for us to reflect on who is the Canaanite, the “other”, for us.  So we can be sure to extend God’s grace to them, by what we say and by what we do.

But it is also good for us to reflect on how we might emulate the faith of the Canaanite woman.  When challenged she persisted.  When confronted she answered back.  Not in a way that enraged her enemies, but made them smile and drew them to her way of thinking.  Garnering their respect and achieving her purpose.

May God give us all such wit, persistence, and faith, that we might go and do likewise.
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