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IS IT FAIR? JESUS’ LESSON 
Text: Matthew 15: 21-28 
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An office had an answering machine. Callers were told to leave 
their name and address, and also to spell any difficult words. 
 One Monday morning a secretary was listening to the 
weekend messages. An enthusiastic woman recited her name and 
address. Then she confidently added, “My difficult word is 
reconciliation. R-E-C-O-N-C-I-L-I-A-T-I-O-N.” 
 

Reconciliation is a difficult word. Tough to spell; harder to  do. 
To accomplish. Knocking down walls, reaching beyond our comfort 
zone, seeking new understanding. Those are hard things to do. Our 
scripture reading today points to that truth. It’s Jesus’ lesson. Is 
he giving it or receiving it? The answer is “Yes”.  

 
Matthew is the most Jewish of the gospels in his language, 

perspective and imagery. The community to which he writes is 
proud of being the children of Abraham’s covenant. They’re also 
struggling to relate to a changing and often-hostile world and to 
the growing number of non-Jews seeking entrance to the church 
and bringing with them new ideas, customs and understandings. 
They’re a church in transition. That’s never an easy place to be.  

 
Jesus enters Gentile territory. A Canaanite— 800 years of 

animosity there-- woman sees him and starts shouting, “Have 
mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a 
demon.” It’s a cry for help and healing. Jesus answers those, right, 
many times before. His disciples tell him, “Send her away, she’s 
being a nuisance.” We expect Jesus to silence his disciples; to scold 
them for their unkind, harsh words. Haven’t they learned anything 
from him? Jesus tells her, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the 
house of Israel.” In other words, “I’m not here for you. You’re not 
included. I can’t help you.” 

 
What’s going on here? Is Jesus saying “No” to a need and 

being cruel in the process? This isn’t the Jesus we know. It only 
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gets worse. She won’t be deterred. She kneels before him pleading, 
“Lord, help me.” He replies, “It’s not fair to take the children's 
food and throw it to the dogs.” Jesus calls her a “dog”. He 
insults her using a slur of his time. Her retort is bold and 
unflinching. “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall 
from their masters' table.” (I may be a dog; you can still feed me.) 
Now the Jesus we know replies, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it 
be done for you as you wish.” At once her daughter is healed. 

 
A lot of words have been written to explain this encounter. 

People have suggested a many ways to see it.  Some 
commentators suggest Jesus was testing the woman to see how 
strong her faith was. Would she persist? Others say he was testing 
the disciples to see how they’d respond. Some say the words read 
harsher than what he meant. He was just “teasing” her.  They note 
that the word he used for “dog” refers to a “puppy”; a “household 
pet”. A few scholars say Jesus was just tired and showed a very 
human side when confronted with “one more demand”. A growing 
number of scholars believe that in the beginning Jesus did think his 
mission was only to the Jews. His encounter with this woman 
challenged and taught him. She changed his mind and his heart.   

 
Each interpretation offers us an opportunity to reflect. Each 

invites us to examine who we think Jesus is and what it means to 
follow him. I don’t think there’s one right answer. We pick the one 
that fits our theology and our image of who Jesus is and how he 
acts. Remember: The early church thought this story was 
important. They didn’t dismiss, ignore or censor it. They expected 
us to take it seriously. They felt it needed to be part of the gospel 
message.  

 
 “Have mercy on me... my daughter is tormented by a 

demon.” We know what it’s like to battle forces, impulses, physical 
and mental conditions beyond our control. More than we like to 
admit: Our lives have darker sides. Even those who are seemingly 
successful and satisfied may be empty and struggling on the inside. 
Many persons hide their pain behind laughter, anger or despair. 
“Have mercy on me...” We hear the fear, hope and desperation 
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that drive her. She knows she has no claim on Jesus. She acts out 
of faith and need. Her words reach him. He answers her prayer. He 
commends her saying, “Great is your faith.” 

 
Seen that way, this text is good news for her, for us and all 

those who struggle with pain and suffering, our own or another’s. 
It’s for those who feel excluded, unwanted or unheard. It’s a word 
of hope and assurance; a witness to the healing power of Jesus. It 
reminds us that God cares about our need and the needs of those 
we love. God hears our cries and will answer us. The woman trusts 
that Jesus is who she needs. She puts her hope in him. Even when 
it seems he won’t respond, she persists. There’s a true 
“doggedness” to her. Her plea is answered. Ours will be also. 

 
We can also read this text as a challenge. Assume for a 

moment that this is a lesson “for Jesus”. Assume it’s her faith that 
leads him to a wider and deeper understanding of just how far 
God’s love extends. John van de Laar, an Australian pastor puts it 
this way: “In his capacity to be confronted by others, in his 
willingness to be forced to listen, and in his openness to change his 
mind and actions in order to live his mission of love more 
effectively, Jesus offers us a unique and profound picture of what 
it means to live with an open heart.” We are often so moved by the 
Divinity of Jesus we don’t think about the simultaneous humanity. 
If Jesus can learn, can open his heart wider—can we also? If his 
mind can change—can ours as well? Who are those to whom we 
might need to listen more closely?  

 
If nothing else this text is a lesson in hospitality. Jesus doesn’t 

begin there. In the end he’s willing to bless a “Canaanite” woman. 
What does that say about our “Canaanites” (outsiders, enemies, 
the ones we think don’t belong)? We all have a list of who they are. 
How will we include and hear them? We can’t do it by closing our 
eyes to the needs of another. We can’t see persons as “categories” 
and dismiss them with labels. We can’t let the current rhetoric of 
hate, fear and suspicion be our speech or determine our actions.  
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As Barbara Brown Taylor puts it: “God’s face can turn up 
anywhere, especially on the far side of the lines we draw … The call 
of God is insistent and whenever we limit who we will be to other 
people or who we will let them be to us, God gets to work, rubbing 
out the lines we have drawn around ourselves and calling us into 
the limitless country of his love.” Jesus’ circle of love is ever being 
drawn wider. It includes us. There’s a place for those we 
exclude  also.  

 
Yes, some problems seem overwhelming. We’re not sure if 

anything we say or do would make a difference. So we start with 
the first steps we know. We look honestly into our own hearts? 
What listen with a critical ear to our own speech and our words 
about others? (What comes out of the mouth.) We look deeply at 
our relationships with family, friends, neighbors, co-workers, 
students…. what might we do or say to bring healing, hope and a 
measure of God’s grace to them?  

 
Steve Goodier has a weekly blog called, “Life Support”. As 

he shows us in this story, even small acts make a difference. He 
writes:  

When my son was eleven years old, he came home from 
school in tears one day. A couple of older kids had bullied him at 
the bus stop. We soon learned the tension had been brewing for 
some time. For several days there’d been taunts, then pushing and 
shoving. Now the conflict escalated to fists. Rob wanted to stay 
home from school so he wouldn't have to confront the boys in the 
future. 
 We called the school and found great support. “We'll be happy 
to call the boys' parents. You should call the police.” “We don't 
know what we’ll do yet,” I said. I felt calling the police was a resort 
to be used when everything else failed. I wanted first to consider 
other ways of handling the situation. I told them not to call the 
boys’ parents yet.  

The next day was Saturday. Rob happened to look out the 
window. He said in alarm, “There are the boys who beat me up!” 
Two older boys were standing in front of our house, as if waiting 
for Rob to step outside. 
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 I immediately began to think of what I wanted to say to them. 
My wife Bev, a natural peacemaker, acted first. She opened the 
door and said with a smile, “Hi guys. Would you like some ice 
cream?” They looked at each other puzzled. They were teenagers, 
after all, so they shrugged their shoulders and one said, “Sure. 
Why not?” They followed her indoors. 

Bev promptly introduced herself, Rob's younger brothers and 
me. She even introduced Rusty the dog. “I think you already know 
Rob,” she said. Her idea was to help them to see that Rob was a 
person, not a target. He had a family; he lived in a neighborhood 
and even owned a pet. Bev drew the boys into conversation while 
we ate ice cream. After a few minutes, she said, “I know there's 
been some trouble at the bus stop. I think there may be a 
misunderstanding.” They nodded. There had indeed been trouble 
at the bus stop. She continued, “Maybe we can talk about the 
misunderstanding so you can be friends.” They nodded in 
agreement. We talked until the ice cream was finished. Eventually 
the boys apologized and said there’d be no more trouble. There 
wasn't. Ever. 
 The vice-principal of the school called back the following week 
and asked about the fighting. “Did you call the police?” he asked. 
“No, but we've taken care of it,” I said. “What did you do?” he 
asked. I replied. “We fed them ice cream.” 
 

Obviously, all the world’s problems can’t be solved by eating 
ice cream together. Then again, who knows?  

 
Maybe there’s someone with whom you need to share a dish 

of ice-cream this week; someone with whom you need to be 
reconciled. “Have mercy on me.” Recognize me. Hear me. Bless 
me. That’s Jesus lesson; it’s for the disciples and for us. My 
prayer is that we learn it well. Amen.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


