
Matthew 15:21-28  

Today we observe the last Sunday of the Church year called Christ the King or the Reign of 

Christ Sunday. It was instituted by Pope Pius XI in 1925 as the Church’s response to the 

rising secularism and nationalism. If the world was secular and nationalistic 100 years ago, it 

certainly is even more so now. I’m personally not sure whether highlighting the kingship of 

Jesus makes the same sense in the 21st century as it did in the 20th though. Monarchy seems to 

be confined to its ceremonial function and has no direct bearing on our daily lives, other than 

on the rare occasions of royal weddings or baptisms when we celebrate with them. 

That’s why while we do observe Christ the King Sunday, we’re going to focus on the 

humanity of the king like no other – whose birth, life, ministry, death and resurrection do 

have huge implications for us in our daily lives and call us out of our comfort zones. 

Let’s set it in context. First, the passage from the Gospel comes immediately after the 

teaching of Jesus on that which defiles. It ends with the famous piercing words: ‘‘Don’t you 

see that whatever enters the mouth goes into the stomach and then out of the body? But the 

things that come out of a person’s mouth come from the heart, and these defile them. For out 

of the heart come evil thoughts – murder, adultery, sexual immorality, theft, false testimony, 

slander. These are what defile a person; but eating with unwashed hands does not defile 

them.’’ 

Jesus teaches that it’s not the outward rituals and traditions which are important but the heart 

– and it’s of course nothing new in the Bible and yet we need to relearn this truth repeatedly. 

As if to prove the point the author of the Gospel brings a live example of what Jesus is 

speaking about. Jesus encounters a Canaanite woman – unclean, of a different – of a wrong – 

nationality, religion and persuasion. 

To understand the significance of this, we need to go back to Genesis 9 when Noah, after the 

flood, decides to plant a vineyard but, as there was some wine left over, he gets drunk and is 

found naked by his son Ham. Ham, instead of covering his father, goes to tell his two 

brothers about what happened and the two cover the father. When Noah later learns about the 

shameful deed of Ham, he proceeds to curse his son Canaan: ‘Cursed be Canaan! The lowest 

of slaves will he be to his brothers.’ So, the relationship between Canaan and his cousins 

became sour – Canaanites were to be slaves to the Jews. 

In chapter 17 of the Book of Genesis the crisis deepens with Abram being promised the land 

of the Canaanites. It’s not only that they are to be slaves but now become landless too. The 

Book of Deuteronomy goes a step further yet where it urges the Israelites to ‘completely 

destroy’ the Canaanites. Little wonder the two groups didn’t get along very well. 

The image that comes to my mind is an Israeli and a Palestinian meeting together today. 

There’s so much baggage attached, it’s a such deep and long-lived rift that the meeting is 

hardly likely to have a good outcome – although of course we know that there are 

representatives of both nations who tirelessly work for peace and succeed in making friends 

across the divide. The kind of gulf that exists between Israelis and Palestinians though is the 

closest to the one that existed between Israelites and Canaanites.  

Back to the story. The most shocking conversation follows. Jesus at first completely 

disregards the woman who is asking for his help. He might have not heard her – although this 



is very unlikely, hence we know he felt another woman’s touch on the hem of his cloak. He 

might have been testing the disciples to see how they would react in the light of the teaching 

he just delivered. He might have also responded in a very human way: with that deep-seated 

contempt of one people towards another, ingrained in him when he was a child.  

When he does speak to her, he tells her he’s not there to help her or anyone else in that region 

– he thus articulates that contempt which comes as nothing new to her. Eventually he says: ‘It 

is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to the dogs.’  

Now the language we use matters. For example various languages use different terms to 

express tenderness and love – in English it’s all food related: honey, pie, sweetie, in Polish 

we use animal names like frog, bear or kitten, in Spanish you can call someone ‘my sky’, in 

Italian you express affection by calling someone ‘my little microbe’. Words we use do 

matter. When Jesus then compares the woman to the dog, we gasp.  

Some people try to soften the sentence by insisting that he used a diminutive for the dogs and 

really meant puppies. That doesn’t convince me at all as whenever we apply the words for 

dog or bitch to humans, they never really have a positive connotation. Even in Polish, which 

uses names for animals to express tenderness, you would never dream of calling someone a 

dog. 

And yet Jesus does – to her face. It seems to me that the Canaanite woman was well used to 

such treatment as she calmly states her case. And this changes Jesus’ mind. Her persistence, 

despite her acceptance of the world she lives in and her position in it, powerfully influences 

Jesus. Her words open a new world to him – a new world which is yet based on his own 

teaching. I experience that often enough to know it to be true – you know something, you 

teach it and yet something happens which shows you a deeper layer of that truth in a new 

light. It’s a beautiful and gentle lesson by God. 

Spill the Beans authors wrote about this passage: ‘Imagine having a God who can reimagine 

the kingdom, make it broader, more generous, more inclusive. It is the learning moment that 

is important. This is what makes faith real, it learns, it evolves, it responds to experiences and 

reinterprets itself.’1 

Jesus could have walked away or sent the woman away as his disciples urged him. And yet 

he chose to listen to that stranger whom he did not like, appreciate or want near him. This 

changed his – and his disciples’ – outlook as well as the life of the woman and her daughter. 

There’s power in listening. In churches we are good at talking but not necessarily at listening. 

We think we are right and have got everything sorted. But maybe we don’t. 

So, this week let’s listen to others whom we wouldn’t normally entertain. Let’s ask questions: 

of those who don’t come to church – why is that? Of those who will vote differently to us – 

what are their reasons?  Of those who live a very different life to us – what have they got to 

teach us? Because it turns out we have a lot to learn from them – and, as a result, we need to 

be prepared to change as God, through them, expands our vision. Amen.  

 
1 Spill the Beans, issue 32, p. 126. 


