
Sermon for Proper 15A 
Sunday, August 20, 2017 

“Out of the mouth come words of faith” 

Text: Matthew 15:10-28 

I speak to you in the name of the one true God:  Father, Son, and Holy 
Spirit.  Amen. 

Today’s gospel gives us two very powerful scenes in the ministry of 
Jesus.  The first is his discourse about things that defile a person, and 
the other is the story of Jesus and the Canaanite Woman.  Two important 
stories with two important messages, but I want to start my message to 
you this morning by talking about the second story first, in part, because 
it is the portion of the gospel that was required in the lectionary reading 
for today, but also because I want its message to be the foundation for my 
discussion of the first story. 

It begins with Jesus leaving the place where he was, which 
happened to be on the shores of the Sea of Galilee, and going northward 
toward the coast of the Mediterranean to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 
If you recall anything about ancient history, that is in what was 
Phoenicia where expensive purple dyes were made and where ancient 
scribes developed a system of writing that is the distant ancestor of our 
own alphabet.  He met there a Canaanite woman who sought his help: 
“Have mercy on me, Son of David,” she shouted, “My daughter is 
tormented by a demon.”  Now there are some key dynamics going on in 
the relationship between this woman and Jesus.  For starters, Jews 
would have nothing to do with Canaanites.  After the Exodus when the 
Israelites fled captivity and slavery in Egypt by crossing the Red Sea, 
they eventually ended up in the land of Canaan, which was to be the 
promised land.  Israelites did not associate with Canaanites, because 
they worshipped other gods, like Baal, and so God told them to take their 
land and settle there. Centuries later, the Jews still did not mingle with 
Canaanites because they were foreigners.  So, Jesus’s response—or lack 
of response—toward the woman and the response of the disciples to send 
her away was not all that unusual for devout, practicing Jews. That being 
said, the woman knew about Jesus and that he might be able to exorcise 
the demon that was tormenting her daughter.  Then when Jesus finally 
did respond, he said that he was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel. 
Jesus had had a run in with some Pharisees and scribes—the religious 
conservatives—a few days before he left for the coast, and they accused 
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his disciples of violating the Hebrew scriptures (the Torah) because they 
did not wash their hands before they ate.  I’ll say more about that when 
I talk about the first story of today’s gospel; but, suffice it to say, rescuing 
misguided Jews must have still been forefront in Jesus’s mind.  Along 
came this Canaanite woman, a foreigner, who wanted him to use his 
power help her, and Jesus seems to ignore her, to completely blow her off 
by saying, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the 
dogs.”  In other words, it is not fair to take that which was intended for 
the children of Israel, the Jews, and use it to help a non-Jew. 

Now there’s a bit of irony going on here that takes us back to the 
beginning of the Gospel of Matthew. The opening chapter of Matthew 
gives the genealogy of Jesus, and it so happens that among Jesus’s 
ancestors are three women: Rahab, Tamar, and Ruth.  These women 
happen also to be Canaanite women.  So, in identifying Jesus as the Son 
of David, the Canaanite woman is recalling a common ancestral heritage 
between herself and Jesus.  The Canaanite woman may very well have 
been one of Jesus’s distant kinsfolk.  And, there is a cultural dynamic 
going on here, too.  Ancient historians surmise that it was common 
practice among most peoples in the region to allow their animals to be 
present at the table while they were eating; Jews, however, did not do 
that. In this woman’s world, even dogs eat the crumbs from the masters 
table; even the marginalized benefit from the assets of the rich and 
powerful. But the woman persisted, and in the end, Jesus praised her for 
her faith and changed his mind.  “Let it be done for you as you wish.”  
Matthew tells us that her daughter was healed instantly. 

Now don’t you find it a bit odd that right after we read about Jesus 
giving a long discourse about the things that come out of a person’s mouth 
are what defile, Matthew recounts a story about Jesus blowing off 
someone seeking his help and responding by calling her a dog?  I find that 
exchange just plain unsettling, yet it shows Jesus in a very human way.  
Maybe Jesus was tired after a long journey through the desert on foot.  
Don’t you feel like that sometimes, after a long trip or after a long day at 
work or perhaps while dealing with rush hour traffic after work?  You 
just feel on edge, you’re on the brink of snapping, you just want 
everything and everyone to leave you alone.  I get that way sometimes 
after three masses on Sunday; I have to be all smiles and cheery during 
coffee hour, when all I want to do is go home and take a nap.  Maybe at 
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that moment when the woman confronted Jesus all he wanted was a hot 
meal and a good night’s sleep.  We can speculate all kinds of scenarios, 
but all we know is what Matthew wrote.  It is one of the rare moments 
when we can connect with Jesus the man in a very real and very human 
way. 

So now let’s go back to the first half of the gospel reading, to that 
discourse when Jesus talked about the things which defile.  “What comes 
out of the mouth proceeds from the heart,” Jesus said, “and this is what 
defiles.  For out of the heart come evil intentions, murder, adultery, 
fornication, theft, false witness, slander.  These are what defile a person, 
but to eat with unwashed hands does not defile.” Jesus had just had a 
run in with some scribes and Pharisees who scolded his disciples for not 
washing their hands before eating. Handwashing was for the Jews more 
than just about cleanliness; it was an act of ritual purity.  So, to put 
something in one’s mouth without being ritually pure was sacrilege. The 
Pharisees were always searching for proof that Jesus and his rogue band 
of disciples were breaking the Law of Moses.  Ironically, the very hands 
that were being chided for not being ritually pure had not long before 
miraculously fed five thousand or more people with five loaves of bread 
and two fish.  So, when Jesus called the Pharisees and scribes “blind 
guides of the blind,” we can hear the frustration, the disdain in Jesus’s 
voice.  But at the core of Jesus’ message was the notion that it’s not what 
you eat, but what you say and do, that is a reflection of what’s in our 
hearts. 

Over the last week we have been inundated by images on the 
internet and on TV of the march by white supremacist groups, neo-Nazis, 
and the like pictured in video footage showing them yelling in their words 
of hate and disgust. They and other groups call themselves Christian, yet 
it seems that anyone proclaiming the good news of Christ would be 
shouting words of love and inclusion, not hate and exclusion.  We can 
control the words we say.  We can use words that convey hate, exclusion, 
enmity, and slander, or we can use words that convey love, inclusion, 
respect, and praise.  God calls on us to do the latter.  The words we use 
should be those that bring to fulfilment the kingdom of God.  But, 
sometimes we have to work hard to get there. 
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In the movement of Jesus in these stories, there is a progression, 
an evolution if you will.  As we follow Jesus in his travels he moves from 
Jerusalem, the center of Judaism and orthodoxy out to the margins in 
Galilee, where he feeds five thousand, to the district of Tyre and Sidon, 
Gentile territory, and in this progression, Jesus moves from sharing his 
message to the Jews to the Gentiles. 

But what can we learn from all this?  Certainly more than simply 
we should say nice things.  I think the story of Jesus’s encounter with the 
Canaanite woman says a lot to us.  For starters, it shows that we should 
be open to the possibilities for growth and change; Jesus grew in his 
interaction with the woman and extended the reach of his power beyond 
his human expectations.  We can learn much from the woman, herself, 
too.  She never gave up; she persisted in asking Jesus to bless her and 
heal her daughter.  I know when we see things like what happened in 
Charlottesville, Virginia, or when we get dismayed by what our leaders 
say and do, or when we hear of violence and war, injustice and abuse, we 
wonder if the great kingdom of God will ever be realized. Maybe we 
should be like the Canaanite woman.  Maybe we need to bug God a little 
harder.  When it seems like God is ignoring us, maybe the opportunity 
for us to grow spiritually within ourselves and closer to God lies in our 
persistence and endurance—our determination to say to God, “Have 
mercy on me.”  When we continue to witness injustice, oppression, hate, 
violence, abuse, addiction, and all the other evils in the world, that’s 
when we need to have the persistent faith of the Canaanite woman to 
keep asking God to change the hearts of those who hate or do harm to 
others.  It is a chance to keep saying to God, “thy kingdom come, thy will 
be done.” 

And as God works out his purpose, the words from our mouths can 
utter forgiveness and love.  We cannot change the past, but we can strive 
for a better future. The power of forgiveness lies in our ability to put past 
transgressions behind us and rewrite the story anew.  That doesn’t mean 
we forget.  All too often we want to erase the past or remove it from our 
view—hide the evidence of the things and people who hurt us or stained 
our past, pull down the statues that remind us of our painful history.  But 
the forgiveness that issues forth from our hearts and passes our lips is 
given power when we do so in spite of and because of the past; that’s how 
we move on.  In the Eucharistic prayer, there is a phrase that is said, 
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“Recalling Jesus’s death, resurrection, and ascension, we offer you these 
gifts.”  That phrase is called the anamnesis, which essentially means, 
“may we never forget.”  Despite the horror of the Cross and Jesus’s 
crucifixion, God was not defeated. That’s why we catholics keep the 
corpus on our crosses, so that we never forget that God was not defeated 
in the scandal of the cross, but that the cross was the beginning of the 
redemption of all humanity.  And despite all the transgressions we make 
in our lives, God forgives us—and we should forgive each other. 

Two of the lines from the hymn, “Lift every voice and sing” say this: 
“Sing a song full of the faith that the dark past has taught us, Sing a song 
full of the hope that the present has brought us.”  May the words that 
pass our lips utter hope and love, and may we, like the Canaanite woman, 
never stop asking for God’s kingdom.  Amen. 
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