The Reconciliation of the Rejected
Genesis 45: 1-15; Matt 15: 21-28

These last few weeks there’s been a hard to ignore undercurrent through our readings.
From the story of Esau and Jacob, to Joseph and his brothers, to the Canaanite woman and Jesus
with his disciples, we hear stories of estrangement and hurtful actions. We hear stories of how to
heal those wounds and move forward in beloved community. The secret sauce is reconciliation.

Jacob returns to ask for forgiveness and is met with welcome and love. Joseph’s brothers
come to beg help from a foreign ruler only to find the brother they sold into slavery. They expect
him to return the favor to them; he responds with forgiveness. He reconciles with them weeping
and saying, “It was not you who sent me here, but God.” (Genesis 45:8) The Canaanite woman is
ridiculed by Jesus who comes to see the error of this behavior and grants her the healing she
requested. She persisted through his rejection to open his mind regarding just who his ministry
was for.

This, of course, is one way to read our Gospel text. This reading is one where Jesus has
contempt for a foreign woman asking for her daughter to be healed. This reading paints Jesus as
moving from a place of ethnic, cultural and gender supremacy. He tells her plainly that his
ministry is for the people of Israel.

It is interesting that, in understanding the text this way, it would seem Jesus forgot his
own genealogy. The Matthean Jesus, the Jesus we find in the Matthew’s Gospel, is the most
Jewish of all the depictions of Jesus. Matthew starts off making a clear delineation of his
ancestry: all the way back to David. Here, Jesus is a son of David. (Matt 1:1,16) Nevertheless,
his lineage also includes three Canaanite women: Rahab, Tamar, and Ruth. (Matt 1:3,5) The
woman who approaches Jesus; therefore, is also from one of his ancestral groups.

The woman recognizes Jesus as one of her own. She, also, recognizes him as the Savior:
The Messiah, the Son of David. She comes begging for mercy. She asks for Jesus’ mercy on her
ill child. Jesus’ response to her is initially silence. First, he ignores her.

Finally, when he does speak, his words are shocking. For those who believe in Jesus’
radical and unconditional love, his response is repugnant. The optics are terrible. It makes us
want to exclaim fake news!

Anyone who has ever had a pressing request for help met with silence knows the anguish
such a response creates. In America, as in much of the world throughout history, the concerns of
women are often met with silence. Sometimes, they are interrupted or disrespected by both men
and women alike. In our own history, we see this most clearly in the Women’s Suffrage
Movement. For nearly one hundred years, women asked for the ability to vote. They asked
politely. They sought to inform the public of the benefits of women voting. They shared what it
would mean to them to be able to vote. They persisted until they eventually began to demand.

At first, they were met with silence. Then, they were met with taunts and jeers.
Ultimately, when they persisted, they were met with violence. While trying to bring their cause
to President Woodrow Wilson and the US Congress by marching down Pennsylvania Avenue,
the suffragists were accosted. The men gathered along the parade route grabbed at them, tore
their clothing and threw them to the ground again and again. (see PBS’s The Vote)
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The response of the men gathered was to act with violent words and, then, violent action.
And, here in our reading, Jesus seems to be the same sort of man hanging out with the same sort
of men. The disciples come to him, presumably annoyed with the woman following them
shouting a request. They ask Jesus to send her away. They want to return to the peace and quiet
of their travels. The woman presses on. Eventually, Jesus responds to her. When he does, he calls
her a dog! (Matt 15: 26)

This doesn’t appear very Christ-like. Read in this way, Jesus comes across as a sScrew up
who needs this woman to show him his sexist and ethnocentric ways as wrong. It isn’t until she
sets him straight that he recognizes her as a person of faith and heals her daughter. It isn’t until
she points out that she, too, is a child of the God he is claiming to be the son of that he grants her
request.

This uncomfortable image of Jesus is juxtaposed this morning with our Genesis reading.
In Genesis, we hear a story in which an Israelite is accepted and revered in the highest levels of a
Gentile government. The Pharaoh respects and honors Joseph so much that he provides a warm
welcome, and shares the best of everything with Joseph’s family as they come begging for
assistance during an insurmountable famine.

I’m left wondering is the Pharaoh more Christ-like than Jesus? This seems impossible. |
want to scream improbable!

This leads us to another way of reading the text. This reading comes through the lens of
what we know about Jesus up to this point. Jesus built his ministry on inclusivity; he welcomed
the sinner and the tax collector as warmly as he welcomed the average Israelite. Jesus establishes
his ministry on the notion that we should love our neighbor as ourselves. If this is the Christ he
has been up to this point, then the Jesus we have been discussing this morning is an anomaly.
Maybe he was just having a bad day. Maybe he woke up on the wrong side of the bed. Maybe he
was exhausted again from all the traveling and the healing. Maybe he needed some more self-
care time so he could show up with the familiar Christ disposition we have come to know and
love.

Earlier in Matthew, when we heard about Jesus’ commissioning of the disciples, we did
hear how he instructed them to go out and minister among the people of Israel. In Matthew,
Jesus does not send the disciples to share the Good News with the whole world. Jesus sends them
to the Jewish communities of the world.

Now, Jesus knows this is the stance the disciples are ready for. It is where their hearts lay.
This is why they ask Jesus to send her away. She is not one of them. She is a Gentile. The text
calls her a Canaanite; however, Canaan is no longer a nation nor a place. At this point in our
scriptures, it was a cultural identity within the area Jesus and his disciples are traveling. Tyre and
Sidon are cities along the Mediterranean Sea in what is today Lebanon. Back then, they were
located in Roman ruled Phoenicia.

As the woman continues to ask for help, Jesus responds in the way he knows his disciples
would respond. “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” (Matt 15:26)
Jesus responds by delineating the disciples’ notion of who is in and who is out. Jesus responds
with name calling and hurtful speech.
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He responds as many human beings do. We usually say things like this. Today, it would
go something like this, “She should pull herself up by her own bootstraps.” Or, “Where is her
community? They should be the ones asked to help her out.”

Jesus voices the prejudices of his disciples; he says what is in their hearts. The woman is
unphased. She knows there is enough for both Jew and Gentile. She knows she isn’t all that
different from the Israelites; they have been intermarrying and living next to one another for
thousands of years.

As the reader of the text, we have just heard about the feeding of the 5000 and healing
upon healing for all those who merely touch Jesus. Soon, we’ll hear about another feeding of the
multitude. Images of abundance are beginning to course through Matthew’s Gospel. This seems
to be something the woman inherently understands. She pushes back against the disciples
understanding of the limits of their ministry as they understand it. In a way, she says, “Look,
there is enough here to go around.” This gets interpreted by Jesus as faith.

The woman gets who Jesus is, and she is unrelenting in her pursuit of mercy. She knows
Jesus is her kinfolk. She knows that, despite appearances, they have shared ancestry. They also
have a shared history. Jesus and his disciples are Israelites under Roman rule. She is a
Phoenician under Roman rule. They have shared experience and more in common than the
disciples care to admit. She knows that God is more all-encompassing than one nationality, so
she answers Jesus with a powerful retort, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall
from their master’s table.” (Matt 15:27)

She recognizes Jesus as not just the Savior of the Jews. He is also the Savior of her and
her daughter. Jesus is, also, the Savior of anyone who finds themselves disenfranchised or at the
mercy of the powerful.

Jesus, in the way of a gifted didactic teacher, presents to his disciples their own inner
responses and then shows them another way. He meets them where they are; he ignores the
woman and then calls her a dog. Jesus, then, illustrates to the disciples where God wants them to
be; he tells the woman she has faith and will grant her request. Her daughter is immediately
healed. The circle of Jesus’ ministry has now been increased to include both Jew and Gentile.

What we see in this story and in the story of Joseph and his brothers, is that reconciliation
starts with those in a position of power. Reconciliation can be persistently asked for by the
rejected, by the disenfranchised, but it cannot happen without the powerful meeting the other
with humility and mercy. Scripture tells us that those with social, religious or political power
have an obligation to practice forgiveness and reconciliation. Esau, Joseph and Jesus show us
that it is the work of those who find themselves with the power in any given situation to extend a
hand of reconciliation to the other. Whoever the offender might be, whoever the victim may be,
the work of the powerful is to extend welcome, hospitality and mercy to the rejected. Following
Jesus is to turn every relationship and every interaction into one rooted in love.
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