20260816 Matt 15.21-28, Isaiah 56. 1, 6-8 
Encountering Challenge

What words or phrases come to you when you think of Jesus? 
Saviour? Friend? Messiah?......
What about name-caller? Does cold ignoring come to mind? Or what about, changing his mind? 
This unnamed woman challenges Jesus and this challenges us. 
This is uncomfortable territory for our understanding and Jesus happens to be in a different territory too. He has crossed over to Jesus is no longer in Galilee but now in Syria, and he explicitly interacts with a gentile woman on gentile soil.[footnoteRef:1]  [1:  Ibid] 

Imagine the scene. 
She is vocal and persistent, a desperate mother and many Jewish men. The disciples, fed up with her, themselves feeling a bit threatened, uncomfortable, disturbing the peace, yet she won’t stop until she receives what her child needs. This reminds me of Jacob who wrestled all night with God saying, ‘I will not let you go, until you bless me.’[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Genesis 32:22–32] 

‘Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David.’ 
(Silence)
Jesus does not answer her. 
The disciples are even more offensive, they appeal to Jesus, ‘send her away, she keeps shouting at us’
Jesus’s replies are cold, if not disrespectful, from the outset. His indirect refusal to heal her daughter echoes where previously in Matthew he’s directed his disciples’ mission within an ethnic boundary (“Go nowhere among the gentiles … go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”)[footnoteRef:3]. [3:  Matthew 10:5–6] 

Despite the woman’s continued plea ‘Lord, help me’, Jesus declares that his mission is only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. It’s unfair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs. 
Are you challenged? The disciples are, the woman is, she has been ignored and insulted, Jesus is. 
This is “When Jesus goes low, the woman goes high” moment. She comes straight back with a great riposte; ‘even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their Master’s table.’ This is the moment, the shift in the narrative of understanding,  where the Canaanite woman actively and patiently dismantles the ethnic, religious, and gender barriers.
Her respectful persistence, wisdom, and endurance in the face of silence, rejection, and humiliation prompt Jesus to change his mind and even praise her great faith, enabling her daughter’s healing—starkly contrasted with the woman’s own unwavering resolve from beginning to end.
Though we do not know her name, we do know something of her, beyond being a mother. 
She knows Jesus and I’d suggest she knows some scripture too and she proclaims the good news. 
She is prepared to fight for what she believes in her heart is hers. What is on offer with Jesus is healing, transformation, salvation for all, and this is in scripture that Jesus and his disciples would know! We can trace it all the way back to the prophets and beyond.[footnoteRef:4]  [4:  The Canterbury Preacher’s Companion 2023 p. 204 ] 

She calls out to Jesus as Lord, Son of David. This prophetic title is hails back to the books of Samuel, Isaiah, Jeremiah. 
And in the reading from Isaiah, Isaiah calls the people to do the right thing. To keep the sabbath and not do evil. If people hold to God’s promise of love, and serve him, then whoever they are, they will be welcome. Foreigners who serve God will have a place in his house, God’s house will be a house of prayer for all people. The vision is that those outside the Jewish faith will be welcome in God’s house, in God’s kingdom. 
This part of Isaiah is written to the exiles, it is a call to do justice and do what is right by God. The Exile cannot be underestimated, Isaiah is speaking to people who had lost their identity, they’d been taken to Babylon, away from the land, the temple, the house of God. We only have to look at this week’s news of devastating fires, people who have lost their home and everything in it, how this strips dignity, individuality, history, belonging. 
Their identity is gone. These first listeners of Isaiah’s prophecy are the lost sheep of Israel too. 
Yet there is an expansion, a generosity, a promise, this Canaanite woman knows something of this. In the presence of Jesus, at last she has his attention, she has confidence and courage to challenge Jesus, to claim the promise, she brings light to the truth, that all will be gathered into the kingdom. 
And Jesus changes his mind. Are we challenged that Jesus changed his mind? 
Or is it a moment of light? 
His vocation is expanded or certainly expedited. Great is your faith. 
What is she teaching us about faith? Her persistence, her willingness to be ignored, insulted, accepting the risk, because if Jesus needed to learn this, we certainly need to learn this.[footnoteRef:5]  [5:  https://www.workingpreacher.org/podcasts/1097-twelfth-sunday-after-pentecost-august-16-2026] 

She would take a fallen crumb. Not so long ago there were 12 baskets of leftovers. 
Her persistence paid off. We’ve recently had times when Jesus points out, ‘you of little faith’ and here we have him saying to this outsider, ‘you of great faith.’
I am challenged by her, her persistence, boldness, her knowledge and faith in Jesus. 
Too often, we assume a comfortable Christian identity and regard others as, well maybe not explicitly as dogs, certainly as faith-less. 
A teacher friend in a tough secondary school was talking with a student with his own life challenges. His granny had just died; she was one of his main carers. He knew this teacher was a Christian, and though she wanted to give him some words of hope, he struggled with the language saying to her, ‘it’s ok for you, you all talk about death all the time in church’. When she pondered on this, he was right, in liturgy Jesus’ death is recited again and again. 
She was challenged and changed by his boldness, recognising in him, a troubled young man, that he knew and understood something of faith and the shaping purpose of liturgy. 
Her faith.
Her persistence.
Her challenge changed Jesus.
We are all going to be challenged, likely by someone we have less regard for, and yet they will know something of faith, and it will be deeply uncomfortable. 
It could lead to this (tight fist) or this (open hand). 
Remember, which one led to life. 
Remember her. 
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