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It seems as though individual recognition and celebrity seem far more important than extending compassion and service to others in need in our community. Our culture encourages us to stonewall the needs of those who are marginalized compared to us because in some way they have failed. They are not “like us,” and therefore we separate from them.
We live on the margins, spiritually, psychically and sometimes physically, in life, and we struggle with rejecting or acknowledging the pain and isolation of others. In our gospel reading for today, we get a window into Jesus’ mind as he is confronted by a foreign woman and struggles about what to do. It is a most extraordinary moment.
Why is this story so important to Christian life in the 21st century? Geographical borders are usually easy to recognize and often they are marked by road signs. Rivers, mountains, ravines, forests can create borders. Some borders are more notorious than others: as a criminal defense attorney, I learned that the police in Ferndale, Warren, Livonia have an especially tough reputation. Why? They work in towns that border Detroit, presumptively populated by only criminals and the homeless. Charlton Heston plays a Mexican cop, Michael Vargas in “A Touch of Evil” and says, “You know that a border town brings out the worst in a country.”
Geographical borders can extend to become psychic or emotional borders we build up in our heads, first individually, and if enough people do this, a cultural border appears. These borders are almost always based on fear or inconvenience. Borders indicate something is about to end and something else is about to begin.
We find Jesus on two borders in St. Matthew’s message. He’s moved out of primarily Jewish territory up north to Tyre and Sidon near Syria, a cultural melting pot of Hellenists, Jews, and pagans. He also seems to be in crisis emotionally. Ian and I studied the relationship between church and society with Dr. Jim Perkinson at ETS. Dr. Perkinson maintains, and I agree, that Jesus has removed himself from Palestine because his mission is in crisis. He has been rejected in Nazareth in the previous chapter (no prophet is honored in his home town). He is constantly hassled and his movements are monitored. Mark’s gospel account of this story tells us he goes to a house and does not want anyone to know he was there.
Matthew is innovative in using the term Canaanite instead of Syrophoenician in Mark. The word “Canaanite” is a freighted word for a first century Palestinian Jew. God promised to give to Israel the land of the Caananites as Israel left the desert after 40 years of wandering.  Canaanites were considered pagans and therefore impure or polluted. Political animosity between Canaan and Israel was a fact of life.
A foreign woman would normally not be acknowledged by a Jewish man. The Canaanite woman stands at the cross-point of many borders. Who is the Canaanite woman today? Perhaps a Native or African American transgendered woman, one who stands at the crossroads of many borders based on her ethnicity, her male to femaleness, and her desired gender identity. Her social location leaves her marginalized, misunderstood and isolation, in pain.
Jesus seems to be defending the social location of Jewish experience under Roman occupation—they are perpetually hungry and poor, uneducated, driven from their lands to become day laborers, glorified slaves. Jewish people are living a subsistence existence while the grain they toil to grow is shipped off to the west coast for exportation and profit. Perhaps this is why he does not even answer the Canaanite woman at all after her first hailing, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.” “Lord, help me,” she says, still honoring him with proper titles, and debasing herself by kneeling before a stranger, a Jewish man, who views her as culturally impure, and ritually impure as a woman. Has she become a cultural pariah in her own community because of the daughter’s illness? She is in pain and is heckled by the disciples. She is not intimidated and won’t give up on him. “I am here only for the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”
Jesus struggles with the human impulse to harden his heart, to stonewall her pain and suffering. He says, “It is not right to take the children’s bread/grain and feed it to the dogs.” He says it, he calls her people “dogs”, possibly house dog or pet or puppies in the Greek, a less harsh word than a wild, mangy roaming dog, but the implication is irrefutable. Is Jesus calling a human being a dog after preaching to care for others and eating with sinners?
Undeterred, she immediately accepts their different perspectives and reminds him of his divine mission, “Yes, Lord, but even the dogs eat the crumbs from under the table” even the least of us, the impure, are happy to receive your ministrations, however nominal, and honor you because  you are that great. She is lightning fast, wise, and unrelenting. They are in a verbal fencing match, thrust and parry, until finally she pierces him with her wisdom. She foils his resistance. She has reframed his mission to be open to the gentiles.
The Canaanite woman pulls him across the border from his humanity back into his divinity. Her words empower and invoke the Gentile ministry of the Word, Jesus. Her words have informed the Word. She has stopped him in his tracks, interrupted him, and offered him grace within which to change his mind. And to finally remember himself.
How do we help those we encounter those who live on the margins physically or emotionally? Supporting the residents of Camp Take Notice is an excellent example. Our youth dug a drainage ditch for an Appalachian woman who lives at the border of the mountain. She battles its incessant accumulation of water from on high. How do we wrestle with conquering our internal borders that wall us away from others in need?
We must continue to allow ourselves to be stopped in our tracks by the marginalized, and to listen for that spark of the Divine within them and ourselves. We must be open to that Voice, to follow Jesus’ mission-altering decision. We must hear, God calling us to encourage and to help those on the margins wherever and whenever we can and not be satisfied that we have finally done enough. We must remember ourselves. Amen.

Subject, text, intro (antithesis), transition (thesis), relevant question, synthesis
Proposition: Jesus’ response to the Canaanite woman shows us we must hear the voice of God calling us to respond to human need with love, recognizing that our neighbor is anyone who suffers pain or isolation.
Antithesis: Recognition and celebrity seem far more important than compassion and service to others.
Thesis: We live on the margins, spiritually, psychically and sometimes physically, in life, and we struggle with rejecting or acknowledging the pain and isolation of others.
Relevant Question: Why is this story so important to Christian life in the 21st century?
Synthesis: We see Jesus struggling with what to do. It is an unusual event.
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