REFLECTION, Parish Matins
Year A, The Eleventh Sunday after Trinity

Clean or unclean?
Matthew 15: 10-28

May | speak to the glory of God, Father, and of the Son,
and Holy Spirit. Amen.

We have, | think, sometimes a very picture-book
impression of Christ, informed by Sunday School in
our infancy, and even today reinforced by all the
stained glass around us. A picture of serenity,
compassion, and calm in the storm, surrounded by
disciples hanging on His every word, teaching, healing,
praying. But this picture-book impression is, | think,
sometimes hard to reconcile with the real Christ of the
Gospels, and this morning’s New Testament reading,
taken from the Gospel of Matthew, presents us with
just such a challenging exchange between Christ and
his followers.

Jesus is once more on the road in Tyre and Sidon, on
the modern Lebanese coast, preaching and healing.
And a woman comes to him, and begs him to heal her

daughter, who is gravely ill, possessed - perhaps today
1



we might think of serious epilepsy or mental illness.
It’s the sort of scene we’ve read about countless times
in the Gospels. We have the healing of the royal
officer’s son. We have the healing of Peter’s mother-
in-law. We have the healing of the man with leprosy.
We have the healing of the paralysed man, and so
forth. The four Gospels record over twenty distinct
events where people come to Christ in distress, and
are healed.

So we might think we know what to expect here. The
woman approaches Jesus, seeking comfort, seeking
relief for her daughter. The disciples, as they often do,
don’t see an opportunity to bring comfort, but an
irritating distraction. They tell Jesus to send her away.
Now, we know how this goes, we might be thinking.
This is where Jesus remonstrates with the disciples
about compassion, about neighbourliness, about
humility, and then works another miracle. All very
consistent with our picture-book Christ.

But the unthinkable happens. Jesus, it seems, agrees
with the disciples. The woman, who is a Canaanite,
and not a Jew, is apparently sent packing. The woman
asks for help, not for herself but for her daughter, and
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Christ answers, ‘I was sent only to the lost sheep of
the house of Israel.” Only to the house of Israel.
Putting that more bluntly, Christ seems to be saying,
Get lost, | can’t help you, you’re not Jewish. Now
that’s pretty shocking, if we have our picture-book
Christ in mind. Is Jesus really saying: | came to heal the
sick, and give sight to the blind, but only if they’re the
right ethnic group?

And it gets worse. The woman is desperate, and
humbles herself before Christ. She begs again: Lord,
help me! And Jesus rejects her a second time, in a way
even more shocking than the first. It is not fair, He says,
to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.
Throw it to the dogs! Even more so then as now, to
call someone a dog was an unspeakable insult. Not
only was the woman the wrong ethnicity to receive
healing from Christ, but moreover, He seems to be
saying, hardly human. Again, is this the sort of
behaviour we expect from our picture-book Christ?

But the woman is undeterred. She takes Christ’s
apparently harsh language, and embraces it: Yes, Lord,
yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their
masters’ table. So what if I’'m a Canaanite dog, says

the woman. All | need is a crumb of your power. Even
3



dogs get crumbs. Am | to be denied that? And Christ
apparently relents, and heals her daughter.

So what’s going on here? Do we really have Christ
ministering along ethnic lines? Did Christ really imply
that this woman, desperately in need, was nothing
but a dog? Where is our picture-book Christ in all this?

But context is everything, and today’s Gospel is a story
of two halves. To get to grips with what was really
going on with the Canaanite woman, we have to go
back to where we began the reading. And we began,
not on the road in Tyre and Sidon, but in Gennesaret,
some forty miles away, where Jesus is preaching
about ritual purity, and, as usual, upsetting the local
religious establishment.

Even more then as now, the Jewish faith placed a
great deal of emphasis on the rules of cleanliness and
uncleanliness. The system of ritual purity (taharah)
and impurity (tum'ah) was a basic principle of daily life.
Only those in a state of purity could enter the Temple,
make sacrifices or touch sacred items. And contact
with death orillness, or human conditions resembling
these states, could render a person ritually impure
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until time had passed and a ritual purification had
been undertaken. You kept yourself clean by staying
away from the wrong places, avoiding the wrong
people, and following the exact, rigorous rituals of
ceremonial washing. If you looked respectable on the
outside, and followed the traditions, you were close
to God.

And there were those who took this to extremes.
While the average person only needed to be pure
when visiting the Temple, groups like the Pharisees
began eating their everyday meals at home in a state
of ritual purity, treating their dining tables as if they
were the Temple altar. This approach to ritual purity
served to divide people — the Pharisees would not sit
down to dine with, or in extreme cases even converse
or mix with, those who were not in a state of ritual
purity, for fear of losing their own holiness.

Jesus’s disciples were not so inclined. And the
Pharisees complained to Christ — why do you let your
followers live in this way? You are supposed to be holy
men — act like it, for goodness’ sake! And Jesus
publicly remonstrates with them, and addresses the
assembled crowd. Why are you dividing yourselves in

this way? You are worrying about the wrong things.
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You are striving for ritually clean hands, when you
should be taking more care about what you say. It is
not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person,
but it is what comes out of the mouth that defiles.
Eating with hands which are less than ritually pure is
no matter to God. But it is wrong to put to use the gifts
of God, the gifts of thought and speech, in a way that
divides, that alienates, that separates. 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 fully rejects the obsessive and divisive practices
of the Pharisees. He explains that man-made rituals
cannot cleanse a corrupt heart, and a failure to wash
the hands cannot soil a pure one. Why? Because what
comes out of our mouths, our words, our reactions,
our prejudices, are nothing more than a reflection of
what is living in our hearts, which external cleansing
action cannot touch. From the heart, Jesus warns,
come evil thoughts, murder, adultery, theft, false
witness, and slander. That is what makes someone
"unclean.” Often people do evil things, but justify
those things to themselves and others by false words.
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So worry about what you say and think, says Christ,
and not what state your hands are in.

Now, Jesus could have left it there. He’s made his
point. But Christ knows that some lessons are better
taught by doing, rather than saying. He’s a great
teacher — His disciples call him Rabbouni, Teacher —
and good teachers know that there are times when
it’s better to show, rather than tell.

So Jesus turns away from Galilee, and heads for the
Tyrian coast. He leaves Romano-Jewish lands behind.
In short, he is leaving behind the world of ritual purity,
and heading into the land of the idol-worshippers.
He’s almost certainly bringing himself and his disciples
into contact with those who were very far from
ritually pure. And so he comes into contact with the
Canaanite woman.

Now, Caanan was the land that Israel entered into
after the Forty Years in the wilderness. Under Joshua,
as we read about in the Old Testament book of the
same name, the Israelites first clashed with and then
drove out the Canaanites and settled the land. The
Canaanites were Israel’s historic enemy, and about as

far from ritually clean as one could imagine. To the
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disciples trailing behind Jesus, this woman represents
everything that is impure. Her geography makes her
unclean, her ethnicity makes her unclean, and in that
culture, the fact that she was a woman shouting after
a group of men made her worse than unclean: it made
her, frankly speaking, a public nuisance. So she is the
antithesis of everything the Pharisees stood for.

So when the Canaanite woman approaches Jesus,
there’s an opportunity here for a very powerful lesson.
When He is first approached, He reacts as the
Pharisees might well have: You’re not the right sort at
all to come into contact with that which is holy. Off
you go!

The woman is not discouraged, and persists. Jesus a
second time sends her away, in terms that the more
extreme Pharisees might have used for those who did
not live up to their ritual standards: this food is for the
children of Israel, those capable of purity, not for the
dogs, inherently unclean animals. In the ancient world,
calling someone a dog was a painful and degrading
insult.



And the woman, no doubt inspired by the Spirit,
replies: so what if I'm a dog? All | need is a crumb of
God’s mercy.

When this woman opens her mouth, what comes out?
Not the evil thoughts, deceit, or slander Jesus warned
about. Not pride, not anger, not arrogance, but a
desperate and humble confession of faith. She
doesn't argue with Him. She doesn't demand a seat at
the table. She simply looks at Jesus and says, in effect:
You are right. | don't have the pedigree. | am an
outsider. But | also know that your table is infinitely
rich. | don't need a loaf. | don’t need a slice. Just a
crumb of your grace is enough to heal my daughter.
Her words revealed nothing other than humility and
trust. And so her daughter is healed.

In this exchange, we have a perfect counterpoint
between the rigid practices of the Pharisees and the
infinite grace of God. The Pharisees, caring more
about their ritual practices and the proper washing of
hands, set themselves apart from their fellow men.
They sought to divide. The woman, using her mouth
merely to acknowledge Christ as master, was
prepared to acknowledge her own humility in the face

of God, and thereby to bring healing to her daughter.
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Christ, of course, was not only sent to the children of
Israel. He came first to them, in order to fulfil the
promises that God had made to them back in the Old
Testament days. But even before there were non-
Jewish Christians, in healing the Canaanite woman,
Christ made clear that he had come for the salvation
of all humanity. Not just the Jews, not just the ritually
clean, but for everyone. What we know so well from
Paul’s Letter to the Galatians — “There is neither Jew
nor Greek, there is neither bond nor free, there is
neither male nor female: for ye are all one in Christ
Jesus" —is at that time a radically new concept, and a
profoundly shocking message to the disciples, who
had been brought up on the daily round of ritual and
practice that accompanied Second Temple Judaism.
And it needed much more than a picture-book Christ
to bring this shocking message home to them.

The interaction of Christ with the Canaanite woman
has, | think, special resonances with our service of
Matins. We began this morning with a general
confession, acknowledging that we have no inherent
right to demand anything of God. We are all one in sin,
and in need. In the confession, we are invited to take
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the place of the Canaanite woman, knowing that even
a crumb of mercy is more than we are entitled to
demand. But we do not stop there. We carry on to
sing the Venite, the Jubilate Deo and the Te Deum. All
remind us of the joyful promise that God is with us in
Christ, not just for the ritually pure, but for the whole
world, without division or reservation. Take a look
again at the first verse of the Jubilate Deo: O be joyful
in the Lord, all ye lands. The seventh verse of the
Venite: We are the people of His pasture, and the
sheep of his hand. The seventeenth verse of the Te
Deum: When thou hadst overcome the sharpness of
death, thou didst open the kingdom of heaven to all
believers.

And that is perhaps something we can take out with
us today, and every Sunday. God is not looking for
people with perfectly washed hands. God is there for
people who know they are hungry, and who know
that He is the only one who can feed them. The
Canaanite woman is an example us what faith looks
like: not perfect ritual, not a belief that some are
holier than others. Faith is not division, is not the
setting apart of some from others. Faith is nothing
other than a persistent, humble conviction that God is

11



good, God loves us all, whoever we may be, and that
even the crumbs of His mercy are enough to save us.

Because the table of the Lord has bread enough for all
humanity, and because no one who cries out in faith
is ever turned away.

Lord, we ask for your blessing today, for the persistent
and humble faith of the Canaanite woman. Teach us
not to divide, but to trust in your mercy, and to be
joyful in our trust. Purify our hearts, our thoughts and
words, that all we say and do may be to your greater
glory. We ask this in the name of Jesus Christ, our Lord.

Amen.
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