‘The Spread’

A sermon by Allister Lane 14th August 2011

Isaiah 56:1, 6–8

Matthew 15:21-28      

Today’s Gospel reading is tricky.
The way Jesus talks to this woman seems impossible to reconcile with the way Jesus shares so generously and graciously his love with many, many other people.
Surely his conduct toward this woman boarders on offensive, and if were by anyone else we might describe condemn it in much stronger terms.

At first Jesus ignores the women.

The complaints of the disciples seem to force Jesus to address the woman: 
“I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”
Continuing to plead for his help, Jesus makes what can only be interpreted as a downright racist remark: 
‘It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.’

The meaning is clear: the people of Israel are the children; the Gentiles are the dogs. (To call Gentles dogs was a common and well known term of contempt.)
How are we to understand such offensive actions?

Was Jesus having a ‘bad day’?

Was this Jesus acting ‘out of character’?

Were his actions in fact unrepresentative of who he is, and who God is?

If that IS the case, why would this embarrassing account be in included in Matthew’s Gospel?

Part of wrestling with the biblical texts is to seek to understand their meaning both in the original context and the meaning now.

And before we can say what a passage of the Bible says about OUR life and context, we need to do our best to understand what it meant in the time and context when it was told and written.
If we attempt to make judgement from our own situation and expectations alone, we risk failing to allow the Word of God to seize and transform us. 
It’s not just the Minister alone who has to apply discernment to the biblical text – we all have to focus our attention on what God is saying to us.
Firstly, let me rule out what this Bible passage is NOT:
it is NOT ethical instruction on how to relate to women

it is NOT moral advice on how to treat to those in need
it is NOT a guideline for interacting with foreigners

it is NOT a model for pastoral care
it is NOT a model for mission.

Reading through the Bible we do find passages that cover all those things. 
However...., what is being addressed here is JESUS’ IDENTITY.

Reading the gospel stories of Jesus, many of them highlight Jesus’ divinity (that he is God):

his relationship with God the Father

forgiving people’s sins

the miracles he performs
what others said (“My Lord and my God!” -Thomas)

all point to his unique identity as the Son of God. 

Jesus’ divine identity is summarised in the Nicene Creed: 
“the only Son of God, eternally begotten of the Father, God from God, Light from Light, true God from true God, begotten not made, of one being with the Father.”

(the Nicene Creed is shown in the back of the hymn book in the pews)

But just as Christian faith points to Jesus as fully divine, it also points to Jesus as fully human.

Jesus’ human identity is also summarised in the Nicene Creed:

“he came down from heaven, by the power of the Holy Spirit he became incarnate from the Virgin Mary, and was made man.”

The gospels, in their fullness, tell us the Son of God became human, located in a specific time and place. 
Jesus has a history; 
a history that necessarily includes ethnicity, culture and religious tradition.

All this therefore is part of Jesus identity. 
We may highlight Jesus’ divinity because that is what makes him unique,
...But the truth that he is fully human means he understands us intimately. 
He has experienced what is human, and therefore he knows us. He is not just a God watching us from up in heaven, but has felt hunger, thirst, pain, fear, anger, and ultimately, he suffered death. He knows us because he has been

one of us.

If we over emphasise Jesus’ divinity at the expense of ignoring his humanity, we risk failing to fully understand the powerful transformation Jesus brings to us in our humanity, 
and we also can miss the meaning of passages like this one we’ve heard today, where Jesus identity is the focus of the account.

A critical identity-factor to appreciate in this passage 
....is that of Jesus’ Jewish-ness.

All gospels affirm Jesus squarely within the Jewish tradition.

At the beginning of Matthew’s Gospel a genealogy is detailed, tracing Jesus’ lineage right back into the Jewish story; 
Jesus’ family tree goes right back to Abraham, Isaac and Jacob.

The story of the Jews (the people of Israel) is that they are ‘God’s Chosen people’.
The Old Testament book of Deuteronomy says:
“...you are a people holy to the Lord your God; the Lord your God has chosen you out of all the peoples on earth to be his people, his treasured possession. It was not because you were more numerous than any other people that the Lord set his heart on you and chose you—for you were the fewest of all peoples. It was because the Lord loved you and kept the oath that he swore to your ancestors, that the Lord has brought you out with a mighty hand, and redeemed you from the house of slavery, from the hand of Pharaoh king of Egypt. Know therefore that the Lord your God is God, the faithful God who maintains covenant loyalty with those who love him and keep his commandments...”  (Deuteronomy 7:6-9)

Hear how the identity of God’s chosen people is linked to specific events of history.

The single most defining event of history for Jews is the Exodus.

The Exodus is that great journey out of slavery into freedom.

What God says to Moses is that he frees the Jews to worship God; worship God on the holy mountain.

This defining event of the Jews is evident in the words of the prophet, in the reading from Isaiah we have heard this morning.

1. “my salvation will come, and my deliverance be revealed”  deliverance is referring to the deliverance from slavery in Egypt.

2. “keep the Sabbath”  Sabbath-keeping was one of the Ten Commandments given to Moses immediately after being delivered from Egypt.
3. “hold fast my covenant”  God established his Covenant through Abraham; it is God’s special everlasting promise to always be with his descendents.
4. “these I will bring to my holy mountain” the holy mountain is that special place God delivers his people to worship him.
5. And what were Jewish expressions of worship? “burnt-offerings and sacrifices”
All these reference a very strong Jewish identity.
It was this strong identity in which Jesus is located.

So what does this rich Jewish identity mean for Jesus, as fully human?

How does Jesus understand his ministry and mission in this context?

And what might this strong Jewish identity tell us about his encounter with the woman?

Thomas Long suggests an analogy:
Imagine a woman who founded and continues to manage a refuge for abused women. She has carefully defined the mission of the shelter and energetically cultivated contributions and sources of financial support for that mission. There are other organisations that serve children, the homeless, and the hungry, but this refuge is dedicated to the needs of abused women. One day, however, the woman answers a knock at the door of the refuge only to find a desperately needy man asking for food and money. No matter how much her heart goes out to this man, surely she would wonder about the propriety of taking money donated for the care of abused women and giving it to him, however worthy he may be.
Just so, the messiah of God, sent to the lost sheep of Israel, is confronted by a Canaanite woman in need. Her need is worthy, but what she wants belongs properly to the children of Israel. This women’s repeated requests brings us to the turning point of the story, indeed the turning point of the history of God’s people. What happens when the Gentiles knock on the door of the God of Israel? What happens when the old enemies of God’s chosen people kneel before Israel’s messiah and beg for mercy?   (Matthew p176)
This situation could at first appear to Jesus to be some sort of temptation, like those of Satan in the wilderness. Could Jesus’ initial reticence suggest he was cautious that this request wasn’t a distraction to his mission to live God’s purposes for humanity? 
This woman is asking for a miracle, which might sound like the ploy Satan tried with Jesus:

“turn these stones into bread...”; 
“Throw yourself off this great height for if you are the Son of God the angels will protect you...”
The remarkable thing was not that, as a Jew, Jesus believed that the children of Israel should be the first receive the gifts of God, but that he was able see when challenged by the Canaanite woman (in the same way as in his meeting with the Roman centurion [Matthew 8:10]), how the gift of faith had already been given to others, so that the blessings of the kingdom he came to establish were even now to be shared more widely.

Jesus understands ‘The Spread’, and his part in ‘The Spread’.
The seeds of the Kingdom are falling beyond his Jewish culture, beyond expectations of the sphere of God’s activity.

Interestingly, the story immediately following this in Matthew’s Gospel is the Feeding of the Five thousand. A large crowd, a mix of both Jews and Gentiles, receives the compassionate and abundant sharing of Jesus. 
It may seem clumsy to us, but in this encounter, Jesus is compelled by the faith of this woman – this non-Jewish woman.

And God’s healing and wholeness spreads through Jesus, who is God in the flesh;

Jewish flesh; 

flesh very definitely influenced by culture and context.
His initial response was more typical of the rather conservative Judaism of the time. 
Is it embarrassing that Jesus was human, too? 
Does it make the gospel any less valid if the historical Jesus also had to struggle to come to terms with the negative in his upbringing?
It was certainly risky to include this account in the Gospel, because it achieves its point at the expense of Jesus' human context.
However, its redeeming feature is its redeeming feature.
For us, we can take from this that God endorses our humanity (he took on the same flesh as ours and blessed it); God blesses our human situation – our culture and context; but not all of it. 
God also critiques our culture and situation. 
God’s purposes will sometimes take priority.
And so we need to think about what is the ‘negative’ in our culture and context that God’s kingdom purposes confront?

Are we impeding the change God has in store for the world through stubborn cultural attitudes?

How are we contributing to The Spread?  
...to the furthering of God’s activity, healing and wholeness in the world? 

We might regard Jesus’ behaviour as boarding on offensive, but what does an honest self-examination reveal about us...?

Are we people who seek to worship God, pursue God’s purposes and share forgiveness, compassion, justice and grace...?

May God help us understand His Word for us today.

Amen.
