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Today’s Gospel, at first hearing, is disturbing and confusing both in language and 

tone. These words spoken by Jesus to the Canaanite woman early in the Gospel, “It is 

not right to take the food of sons and daughters and throw it to the dogs”, are 

strikingly uncharacteristic of Jesus. After all, this was a desperate and hurting woman 

who was seeking help for her daughter. Jesus appears to be insensitive. In a very 

strange and wonderful way, this woman who appeared to be shunned and ignored will 

become an instrument that will mark the beginning of a major turning point in the 

ministry of Jesus.  

The woman was not Jewish. The Jewish people and the disciples believed that 

they had an exclusive lock on God’s love and care and grace. Jesus adheres strictly to 

tradition and refuses to talk to the woman when she encounters him. Jews were not 

supposed to speak to non-Jews; rabbis would not talk to a woman in public, even to 

their wives. However, the Canaanite woman is persistent. Undeterred by his silence and 

indifference, she pleads again for help. Jesus’ reply, while sounding uncharacteristically 

offensive to be spoken by Jesus, was language that was common place among the 

Jews and rabbis. The Jews thought of themselves as God’s special children because 

they believed in the one true God and followed his laws. They also believed that 

non-Jews who did not acknowledge the one true God or follow his laws were less than 

human and no better than animals. As a result they did not hesitate to call them such, 

“dog” being the epithet of popular choice. And so, he refuses to heal the woman’s child. 

He defends his actions by saying that his ministry is only for the lost sheep of the House 

of Israel. But the woman persists, and in time Jesus recognizes her faith and heals her 

daughter. Jesus comes to understand that God is calling him not only to minister to his 

own Jewish people, but now to the gentiles as well. 

A religious teacher brought a glass jar into her classroom that was filled with a 

yellow substance. She asked the class, “What’s in the jar?” At first, the children were 

not sure, but examining it and smelling it and even tasting it, they realized it was honey. 

“It’s honey,” the children replied. “Good,” said the teacher. Then she took a piece of 

white paper and wrapped it around the outside of the jar and fastened it with tape. She 



wrote on the paper; Vinegar. Holding up the jar again, she said, “Now what’s in the jar?” 

Again the children shouted, “Honey.” “But the label says its vinegar.” “It’s honey, just the 

same,” said the children. The teacher seemed satisfied and she put the jar down and 

looked directly at the class, “What you have learned about jars”, she said, “Apply it to 

people.” 

We live in a society today that is obsessed with labels. We label ourselves as 

Caucasians, African Americans, Hispanics and Orientals. We label ourselves as 

Catholic, Protestant, Jewish, Moslem and Buddhists. We label ourselves poor, middle 

class and upper class. We label ourselves as male, female, straight, gay, heterosexual, 

and transgender. We label ourselves as citizens, immigrants, undocumented and illegal 

aliens. But we would be amiss if we were to confuse the labels with the real people that 

we encounter. As followers of Jesus, we are asked to deal with people, not through the 

labels they bear, but as the people that they are. We are all sons and daughters of God. 

As people of faith we should be the first ones to recognize the fallacy of 

accepting divisions among us, because our Scriptures present to us a vision of unity. In 

the first pages of the Bible creation is described as a gift from God in which all that is 

made is good. All humanity, male and female, are made in the image and likeness of 

God. The Hebrew prophets look forward to a day when all people will be one. Today’s 

first reading from Isaiah describes a day when all people will worship together on God’s 

holy mountain. And Matthew ends his Gospel with the great commission of Jesus 

before ascending into heaven: “Go, therefore, and make disciples of all nations.” 

We have heard today how Jesus struggled at first with the issues of boundaries 

and labels. Jesus reached across the boundary of religion, race, and gender and gives 

the woman an example of God’s love. As followers of Jesus, we must imitate his 

example. We must remember the intention of creation and the promise of that future 

day when all will be one. We must work to build God’s kingdom which is a kingdom of 

unity. We must do what we can to tear down the walls that divide us.   

 

Closing Story   



There was a young man who won the Lottery. He loved his mother and he 

wanted to do something very special for her. He knew she loved pets so he went to this 

exotic pet store to look around and the owner finally convinced him. Look he says, “I 

have this rare parrot.” He said, “This parrot can recite the Ten Commandments and 

recite almost any scripture you want in the Bible, but it is kind of expensive.”  

The guy says, “Expense isn’t the question. It’s for my Mom and I want to get her 

something really great.” 

 “Well it’s going to cost you about $30,000.”  

He says, “Ok, I want it.” He says, “Would you please package it so it is air safe 

and everything and mail it to her.” And so they did. He called up two days later and said, 

“Mom did you get the package?” 

 And she said, “I sure did. It was delicious!” 


