
Proper 15 A    (August 17, 2014)        A Desperate Woman Shouts at Jesus 

The Rev. Katharin K. Foster            Church of the Good Shepherd, Athens, Ohio     

   

Jesus has taken us on an interesting journey these past few weeks, in terms of his 

ministry and his personality.  We have met the generous Jesus, feeding the 5000 

with more than enough bread and fish.  We have met the superhero Jesus striding 

across the raging sea to rescue his terrified disciples. Today, we meet a completely 

different Jesus, one who is…well, acting in a surprising and what we might even call 

an inappropriate way.  Initially, he refuses even to acknowledge a woman, a 

mother in distress.  Then he harshly refuses to minister to her.  He shows us an 

unexpected, unattractive side of his human personality, one that seems to be 

shaped by his own culture. 

 

There are some passages of scripture that are troubling to laypeople and Bible 

scholars alike.  There’s the passage about women’s place in the church; there’s the 

passage about divorce; and then there’s this passage that really sets us on our ear.  

If we think we’re confused, pity those poor Bible scholars who try to figure out this 

passage. 

 

Some scholars say, Jesus is actually joking with the woman, leading her on until he 

gets to the punch line and finally letting her know he will heal her daughter.  

Others say that the “dogs” Jesus talks about are really cute little puppies, so he’s 

really not insulting the woman at all. Still others say this distraught woman is 

getting the way of Jesus’ “real” ministry.   



  

None of these scholarly musings is very helpful.  How can we know if Jesus is 

joking?  Who says the “dogs,” that were unclean animals in Jewish eyes, were 

actually adorable little puppies?  Was the woman getting in Jesus’ way, as he saw 

it?  How are we in the here and now to deal with this difficult story about Jesus and 

the Canaanite woman?  Sweeping it under the rug and going on to a more 

comfortable story just doesn’t seem right—or what God would have us do. 

 

Once we get past the issues of a person shouting at Jesus and the “idea that the 

lost sheep of Israel” did exist and the cultural issue of unclean dogs, we’re left with 

two important themes.  First, the place of outsiders in Jesus’ world and in ours.  

Next, God’s continuing to teach all of us, even Jesus, about what ministry is. 

 

So, let’s think of a person or a group of persons who, in our heart of heart, we see 

as outsiders.  (If we’re honest with ourselves, we all have these secret categories, 

hard as we may try to overcome them.)  What would our reaction be if one of 

these outsiders came to us and asked us for a really big favor?  Our very first 

reaction might very well be a resounding NO!  Then, blushing in shame, we 

remember we belong to Christ who calls us to seek and serve him in every person.  

So, we listen to this “outsider” who has approached us. 

 

This is just what happened to the human Jesus we meet today.  The person who 

approached Jesus in such a shocking way was an outsider in every sense: a 

Canaanite, one of sworn enemies of the Jewish people; a pagan who worshiped not 



the one God but many gods; and a woman, whose status was pretty much zero in 

Jesus’ society.  The human Jesus had every logical reason to react to the woman in 

the way he did.  She was an outsider in every sense of the word.  

 

The question, then, is how did Jesus and how can we change our perception of 

outsiders?  How can outsiders be met as insiders?   What made Jesus change his 

perception of this obnoxious, desperate woman who flung himself at his feet?  

 Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we had a video of Jesus’ encounter with this woman? 

We could play it over and over in order to really see Jesus’ body language as the 

scene unfolded?  How did his face change? How did his voice change? What was 

Jesus’ expression as the woman went home to her healed daughter? 

 

Not only can we not see Jesus’ body language.  We cannot see what he may have 

experienced in his head and his heart.  Perhaps his Father spoke to him.  Perhaps 

the woman’s faith unexpectedly moved him.  Somehow, in the midst of all of the 

shouting, the cultural dynamics, and the sly wordplay, Jesus finally saw the woman 

as she really was, a unique human being and a distraught mother.  The woman 

suddenly became the woman, a fellow human being, a member of the human 

family, who deserved to be met with kindness and compassion.  Suddenly, this 

unique individual led Jesus to a new place in his understanding of humanity and of 

his own ministry. 

 

 



Sometimes, God leads us to a new place, too.  Just recently, the Episcopal church 

celebrated the 40th anniversary of the ordination of women to the priesthood.  

Several of those women first ordained shared their experience as priests.  Initially, 

the people to whom they ministered would say things like “Well, I’m not too sure 

about women clergy, but you are OK.”  In other words, when these folks came to 

understand that these outsiders were unique, caring individuals, they shed their 

negative perceptions of them.  Once these perceptions were gone, the outsiders 

became insiders.  Indeed, the circle that had excluded them was broken and 

opened up in a wonderful way.  God calls us to also be alert to similar 

opportunities to change to change our perceptions in our own day. 

 

Today, God also challenges us to change our perceptions of Jesus, too—in a 

positive way, of course.  As followers of Jesus, we have the unspoken conviction 

that Jesus always knew exactly what he should be doing in regard to his 

relationship with God or with the ministry God had given him.  We have a hard 

time imagining God needed to teach Jesus anything new.  Yet, in his meeting the 

Canaanite woman, we see Jesus experience what we moderns call a “teachable 

moment.”  Whether it was a light flashing on or a Click or and Aha! or even his 

Father’s voice, Jesus’ perspective and behavior changed, allowing him to 

understand he was sent to all of humanity, Jews, Canaanites and the world. 

 

Jesus did not back away from this strange new thing God was calling him to.  He 

heard the all; accepted it; and then acted upon it by healing the Canaanite 

woman’s daughter.  He was open to God’s call to accept the new, the unexpected 

and the radical.  We who follow Jesus long to be just like him. Being practical, we 



also know there are ways in which this cannot possibly happen.  However, we can 

be like Jesus in breaking open the circle to welcome everyone and in allowing God 

to teach us new and unexpected things.    May we embrace the new and the 

unexpected and the radical when God presents them to us.  AMEN 

 

 

 


