August 17, 2008
Isaiah 56: 1, 6-8

Matthew 15:21-28

Sometimes it’s hard to understand this Jesus we worship. Just when we think we know him – this kind, loving savior who reaches out to those in need – just when we’re sure we have him figured out, along comes a passage like this one. How could he say such a thing, to a woman whose child is suffering? “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” Even a flat-out “no” would have been kinder than that insult. How do we listen to this passage without profound dis-ease?
The commentaries I turned to place a lot of emphasis on context.
 For one thing, they argue, we have to understand just how much Jews and Canaanites hated each other. These are ancient enemies. A current equivalent might be Russians and Georgians, or Serbs and Croats, or, perhaps most poignantly, Israelis and Palestinians. Insults are common-place between such hostile neighbors, and ‘aiding the enemy’ is considered a betrayal of your friends. Calling the Gentiles ‘dogs’ was a frequently used term of scorn. 
Actually, it’s a wonder Jesus spoke to this woman at all. Women weren’t supposed to talk to men; not directly, not in public. Remember the story of the woman with the hemorrhage who snuck up to touch Jesus’ robe, so she would be healed? It was the only way she could approach him. Remember the story of Jesus talking to the Samaritan woman at the well? The disciples were shocked that he would speak to her. The same kind of dynamic is going on here. This woman has no business talking to Jesus, not by the rules of that day and age. 
His silence might have been the kindest thing he could do. His disciples want him to send her away – she’s creating such a racket, causing such a scene – but he doesn’t do that. Instead, he simply affirms the boundaries he’s been given: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” Jesus is a Jew, sent to save his people. That is his calling. 

In the corporate world, you talk about ‘core business.’ When you get too far away from your primary mission, you start to flounder. You have to stay close to your core, stay focused on your mission, to do what you have to do. You can’t get stretched too thin or you’ll sink fast. 
In his commentary on Matthew’s Gospel, Tom Long paints a similar requirement for Jesus. He says,
Jesus is not a generic savior, an anonymous Superman from a distant planet somewhere in space. Jesus is a Jew; indeed, he is the Jew who stands as the culmination of all of Israel’s history… Jesus can be the savior of all people only by remaining faithful to God’s chosen people Israel, even in the face of their rejection of him.

Long goes on to give an analogy I found helpful. Imagine someone who founded a shelter for battered women. Imagine she has put her heart and soul into this place – creating a vision, recruiting a board of directors, getting contributions from churches and businesses, writing grant proposals. Imagine she’s spent years getting this dream realized and it’s finally up and running and she is saving lives. She has women and their children there every night; she has a strong and compassionate and effective staff; she has the support of the community. 

Then one day there’s a knock at the door. She goes to the door, expecting another woman in crisis. Instead, she’s shocked to find a man standing there. He’s homeless, he’s hungry, he’s poor. What’s she going to do? She has a mission, and he’s not part of it. In fact, her supporters might be furious if they find out she gave funds intended for abused women to a man. 

So, Tom Long says, so it is with Jesus and this Canaanite woman standing in front of him. “Her need is worthy, but what she wants belongs properly to the children of Israel.” 
It’s hard for us to remember this, I think. We take for granted that Christianity is for everybody, that Jesus is savior of all. We know what happens after the resurrection: how Jesus told his disciples to go out into the whole world, teaching all nations, baptizing everyone who calls upon his name. But at this point in the gospel, he has said no such thing. In fact, he has told his disciples not to go out to the Gentiles, but to stay within the boundaries of Israel.
 Traveling to the border of Tyre and Sidon is the closest he has come to crossing the boundary himself.
This story is about boundaries, and what it takes to cross them:

This encounter between Jesus and the Canaanite woman is situated in every way ‘on the border’ – on the border between the old and the new, between male and female, between Jew and Gentile, between friend and enemy, between the holy and the demonic.

It’s the Canaanite woman who crosses the border to reach Jesus. It is her tenacity and perseverance that leads her to reach out for him, not once but repeatedly. She claims him as her own. “Even the dogs are fed from the master’s table,” she tells him. It was quick, it was brilliant, and it opened the door. Acknowledging the insult, she turns it on its head. “I may not deserve to be at your table; nonetheless, I claim you as my master.”  And so it is Jesus opens the door to healing.
They say good fences make good neighbors, and I don’t doubt it. Boundaries provide clarity, definition, identity. Boundaries allow us to say, “this is who we are.” Boundaries keep us from taking what isn’t ours to take. 

But sometimes walls have to come down. For the kingdom of God to come in, the wall has to disappear. For the early church, the walls came down quickly, between Gentile and Jew, male and female. It was a new world, with the doors flung wide open.
As I worked through this Gospel passage this week, I found myself thinking of a story I read recently. It was about a Catholic Church in the small town of Postville, Iowa. Postville is the town where federal officials raided a kosher meat-packing plant in May and arrested almost 400 workers, along with two employees of the company for harboring illegal immigrants. 

The story focused not on the raid but on its aftermath, and the response of the local Catholic Church. After the raid, hundreds of families were without income. They turned to the church for help. Many of them had lived in the town for a decade; some had been married in the church; their children were baptized in that church; they sang in the choir and served as liturgists for worship. When the raid hit their families, how could the church turn them away? Inside the church, there were no walls between ‘us’ and ‘them.’ There was only ‘us.’

In the story of scripture, Jesus words’ and actions make us uncomfortable because we do not want the boundaries to be there; we want him to love without borders. But in the world we live in, we do not know what to do with the borders that we have to negotiate. 

In a few days, our children will be starting school again. They will go in, instinctively looking for their place in the world. Who will accept them, and who won’t. They will go in, looking for the invisible boundaries they know are there. They will know who the popular kids are, and who the jocks are, and who the smart kids are, and who the mean ones are. They know who has the power and who doesn’t. They know better than to go to a table in the lunchroom and expect to sit with just anyone. They know that at some tables, they would be treated like dogs. They know how tempting it is to treat other people that way, because it makes them feel powerful. 
They know the risk they take by associating with anyone and everyone. Their own reputation is at stake. Their friends might not understand. They may want to treat everyone as a child of God, but it’s risky.

What a troublesome world we live in. 
In this world, we have decisions to make. How will we identify ourselves? As people who belong to this group or that, as insiders and outsiders, as citizens or foreigners, as Jew or Greek? 

Or will we simply be Christ’s own, living in his kingdom, where all the boundaries fall away?

Here we are, Jesus’ disciples, standing at the border of what we think is our business. Here comes someone demanding his attention, our attention. Here comes someone with need, desperate need. 

What are we going to do? 

Stand in silence? Call them names? 

Try to make them go away?

What are we going to do, as we follow Christ to the borders of our world?
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