
Today’s Bible readings 
Psalm 67 (The Nations Called to Praise God) 

May God be gracious to us and bless us and make his face to shine upon us, 
that your way may be known upon earth, your saving power among all nations.  
Let the peoples praise you, O God; let all the peoples praise you. 
Let the nations be glad and sing for  joy, for you judge the peoples with equity and 
guide the nations upon earth. 
Let the peoples praise you, O God; let all the peoples praise you.
The earth has yielded its increase; God, our God, has blessed us.  
May God continue to bless us; let all the ends of the earth revere him. Amen. 
(NRSV)

Matthew 15:21-28 (The Canaanite Woman’s Faith) 
Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. Just then a 
Canaanite woman from that region came out and started shouting, ‘Have mercy on 
me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.’ But he did not 
answer her at all. And his disciples came and urged him, saying, ‘Send her away, for 
she keeps shouting after us.’ He answered, ‘I was sent only to the lost sheep of the 
house of Israel.’ But she came and knelt before him, saying, ‘Lord, help me.’ He 
answered, ‘It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.’ She 
said, ‘Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.’ 
Then Jesus answered her, ‘Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you 
wish.’ And her daughter was healed instantly. Amen. (NRSV)

Today’s hymns 
God is love: let heaven adore him (CH: 123; tune: 615) 

If you believe and I believe (CH: 771) 
Behold, the amazing gift of love (CH: 478) 
Brother, sister, let me serve you (CH: 694) 

‘Thy Kingdom Come!’  – on bended knee (CH: 473) 
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Our short little passage from Matthew’s gospel which we have as the Bible 
text for today is one which perplexes ministers all across the face of the 
world … or, at the very least, it perplexes this one. So perplexing do I find it 

that, frankly, I just cannot imagine any minister of any church anywhere around the 
globe who would look at this story of Jesus and the Canaanite woman and say: 
“Yeah. That’ll be a nice, easy, straightforward sermon to write.”
There are no fewer than four stumbling blocks laid out before the uncertain feet of 
the preacher - that’s four stumbling blocks in a mere eight verses, so the pressure is 
on! First, we find that Jesus “went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon”. In other 
words, he left his own Jewish homeland with people of his own community, and 
took a risky step of faith into the land of the Canaanites: people who were strange; 
people who were “other”. Second, we find that Jesus was approached (“assailed”, 
more like) by a distraught mother looking for urgent help for her troubled daughter. 
And how did kind, helpful, considerate Jesus respond to this heartfelt request? We 
are told that “he did not answer her at all”. Third, Jesus declared that his mission 
was directed towards the Jewish people, not the gentiles, so he wasn’t going to get 
involved. And last of all, when the woman knelt down in abject despair, he pretty 
much reacted to her plight by implying that she was a dog, … a cur … even a bitch?
Preachers need help with Matthew chapter 15, so thank goodness that help is at 
hand in the form of Walter Brueggemann’s excellent little book of biblical reflections 
for Lent: A Way Other Than Our Own. We are using this devotional guide all the way 
through Lent, both in church and in our study groups which are meeting on 
Tuesday and Thursday evenings and on Friday afternoons. (And no, it’s not too late 
to grab a copy of the book or join one of the groups!)
If our task is to negotiate our way through the nasty stumbling blocks of this strange 
encounter, how might Brueggemann come to our aid? Let’s just see …
As he looks at this story, the professor guides us in three directions, according to 
these key words: persistence, enlightenment and outreach. So let’s turn our 
attention first to one remarkable woman’s persistence.
Just imagine what it’s like to know that your young child is in the most terrible 
turmoil. In biblical times this totally inexplicable situation was regarded as demonic 
torment. Today psychiatrists would diagnose the little girl’s condition in a more 
modern, more scientific way. Whichever way you might look at it, it is clear that a 
wee girl was suffering, and her mum reckoned that this foreigner, Jesus, could be 
called upon to help. So she came and she shouted at the stranger in all her misery: 
‘Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.’
This mother certainly knew all the right words, showing that she recognised Jesus 
for who was. In the title “Lord”, she was using a term which reflected either divinity 
or, at the very least, deep respect. And, as if to back this up, she (a gentile) honoured 
Jesus with a very Jewish plaudit: “Son of David”. In Jesus, she didn’t stumble upon 
a healer; she identified a figure of great - maybe even heavenly - authority.
As we heard in our reading, however, this didn’t seem to get her very far. Her, “Will 
you help?”, was met with absolute silence. Perhaps Jesus was tired. Maybe he was 
finally off duty after a particularly long and arduous shift. Or could it be that he was 
simply going through that horrible kind of bad day when tensions were high and 
tempers near breaking point? We have all had times like that, so why shouldn’t 
Jesus have been prone to them as well? Being ignored must have been very tough 



for the woman to face. Still, she would not give up, restating her case as concisely as 
she knew how: “Lord, help me.”
Persistence, persistence, persistence. She just kept on keeping on.
And so to enlightenment. This story has been described as the point in the gospel 
narratives where “Jesus gets to meet Jesus”. Up to this encounter, Matthew (a Jewish 
writer whose book seems to have been addressed to Jewish readers) has been keen 
to present his subject, Jesus, as a reformer of the Israelite faith, working within it to 
change the Jewish people’s mindset from an old way to a new way. But with the 
arrival of the Canaanite woman and her daughter, we see the emphasis tilting quite 
markedly. If we look at the dog-themed exchange we can see what’s going on. First 
Jesus, rather bluntly contrasted the Jews with the gentiles by putting forward a very 
powerful image: 
‘It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.’
But his debating partner was having none of it, throwing the illustration straight 
back at him: 
‘Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.’
Brueggemann is quick to latch on to what seems to be a moment of world-changing 
realisation for Jesus. The professor notes: “… we can watch while Jesus rethinks his 
vocation and his mandate as Messiah. He learns that full faithfulness means 
reaching beyond one’s comfort zone to care for the other.”
Was there a fleeting moment of silence in which Jesus was brought to a shuddering 
halt, only to be turned around in his tracks in an instant? Matthew doesn’t say, 
though if we put ourselves in Jesus’ shoes I don’t think it’s hard to imagine it: 
“Dogs at the master’s table? Crumbs of grace silently falling to the floor for the dogs 
to gobble up in all their keenness for food from above. Why not? Why … ever  … 
not???”
A story that starts badly for Jesus is transformed there and then: 
‘Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.’
And her daughter, says Matthew, was healed instantly. Some quick-witted rhetorical 
persistence has paid off, and a tiny spark of enlightenment comes to the Light of 
the world.
So much for persistence. So much for enlightenment. But we have a third word 
from Walter Brueggemann to consider too: the word outreach. We’ll close today 
with his own words which so clearly point us in a very useful direction, in this  
troubled season of Lent 2022 when the invasion of Ukraine is causing so much 
appalling heartache, with fears of what is to come in terms of a refugee crisis of 
unparallelled scale and horror. Brueggemann writes: 
[Jesus] now, in a new way, enacts the gathering of humanity. I believe this is the big issue for 
us in our coming world. All of us, to some extent, hold the line against “the other.” All of us, 
to some extent, know that our faith calls us out beyond that. Some of us are more able and 
more willing to enter the risk of inclusiveness, to embrace the others who threaten us. It is 
clear in these texts that the good news of God’s love and God’s healing and God’s justice 
cannot be kept just for us and people like us. I imagine that by the end of the story Jesus 
thought to himself, “I never anticipated that I would be instructed by a Canaanite woman to 
reach beyond myself.” But the pull of God’s largeness summons all of us, often through the 
words and presence of “the other.” The old teaching of exclusion cannot fully protect us from 
God’s pull to be a neighbor.
Amen. 



Praying for others 
Gathering God, 

draw us out beyond our cramped circles of care. 
Draw us toward the neighbour, the other, the outsider, the hurting one.

As we think of the terrified people of Ukraine and the suffering they are enduring, 
we pray that individuals and nations will show them compassion, 

that refugees may be welcomed and the distraught cared for. 
May our government do more than it currently seems inclined to do, 

to reach out to those fleeing the war, who so desperately need our help.
For all those in our communities who feel marginalised or excluded by poverty, 

hardship or poor health, 
may they experience the care and support that they need. 

May we practise compassion and recognise those, in our midst, who need a 
response of grace, welcome and practical help. 

In Jesus' name we pray, Amen.

And finally … 
Abigail Morrison considers food and climate change: 
We are running our long-standing Jars of Grace Lent appeal again. This year we 
are asking everyone to think about food, and in particular the impact of the food 
we eat on the world’s climate. Whilst vegan and vegetarian diets have increased in 
popularity over recent years it remains the case that many of us eat quite a lot of 
meat too. However, the cultivation of meat has been shown to take up a huge 
amount of land, lots of raw materials and significant amounts of water.  In addition, 
the rearing of cattle has a big impact, not least in the methane burden it presents 
to the planet.  Whilst we can already see the impact of climate change here, it is 
poorer countries that are disproportionately affected. 
To help us all focus on the food we eat and the impact this has on our climate our 
Lent appeal is asking us to swap one meat-based meal a week with a vegan one.  
Each Sunday in Lent a delicious recipe for a vegan meal will be available on the 
Church’s website here: 
www.longniddrychurch.org.uk/lent-recipe/ 
All the money donated this year will go to a Christian Aid project supporting 
pigeon pea farmers in Malawi. Next week’s And Finally… will tell you more about 
that! 
As in previous years you can put some loose change in a jar every time you have a 
meal during Lent and then that jar full of pennies goes off to Douglas Clarke at 
Easter to join many more pennies collected by others.  Or if, like me, you never 
seem to have any actual, real money these days, you can donate online via our 
special JustGiving page set up for the occasion.  You can find it here: 
www.justgiving.com/Gladsmuir-and-Longniddry-Churches/ 
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