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The woman who taught Jesus 
                
A most intriguing incident that story as recorded by Matthew (and also by Mark) of the Canaanite 
woman who engages in debate with Jesus. It is easy to overlook the significance of this passage. 
One that shows Jesus in a much less positive light than usual. His normal compassion seems to be 
lacking. When the disciples implore her to send her away Jesus asserts that his mission is 
exclusively to “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” 
You see Jesus is a good Jew and at the heart of Hebrew religion is the call to be imitators of God. 
This call is encapsulated in God saying through Moses “Say to all the congregation of the people of 
Israel ‘You shall be holy for I the Lord your God am holy” (Leviticus19: 2). There was no 
explanation of what “be holy’ means in practice. In reality that phrase is a tautology because the 
word holy just means pertaining to God, or sacred or divine. It became associated with the idea of 
separation from everything unclean so holiness meant the same as purity and the passage was 
understood as, “You shall be pure (or sinless) as God is pure". This ethos of purity produced a 
society structured around a purity system – spelt out in all the minutiae of Hebrew law. This 
produced a world with sharp social boundaries, between pure and impure, with a clear demarcation 
of who was in and who was out, righteous and sinner, whole and not whole, Jew and Gentile, male 
and female, rich and poor.  
But the woman is desperate and won’t take no as an answer no matter how rudely she is rebuffed. 
Her answer is so spot on, so challenging, so based in reality that Jesus is brought up short. Her 
answer challenges and confronts him and leads him to change his understanding. This is one of the 
few, if not the only instances where Jesus can clearly be seen to change. The woman challenges him 
and in so doing leads him to a new and wider understanding of his mission. It is bigger than he 
thought – not just to God’s chosen people – the House of Israel but also this Canaanite woman and 
her daughter, and if them then could it be also to all gentiles? His understanding of the reach of 
God’s compassion is enlarged. The woman’s challenge leads Jesus to a new understanding and so in 
a very real sense can be said to be Jesus’ teacher. 
As Matthew’s Gospel continues we see Jesus attacking an over emphasis on the purity code to the 
neglect of justice and compassion, such as Matthew 23:23,24 “Woe to you, scribes and Pharisees, 
hypocrites! For you tithe mint, dill, and cumin, and have neglected the weightier matters of the law: 
justice and mercy and faith. It is these you ought to have practiced without neglecting the others. 
You blind guides! You strain out a gnat but swallow a camel!”  

In a society ordered by the Hebrew purity code, with its clear demarcation of who was in and who 
was out, Jesus enunciates and embodies a radically alternative focus, centred on compassion as 
the mark of God-likeness (holiness) rather than purity or perfection. This is summed up in the 
words of Luke 6:36 “Be compassionate as your Father is compassionate”. For Jesus compassion 
is the dominant quality of God. Marcus Borg points out it is striking that “Be compassionate as 
God is compassionate” so closely echoes “Be holy as God is holy”. This suggests that Jesus 
deliberately replaced the core value of purity with compassion. Whereas purity divides and 
excludes, compassion unites and includes. This difference in focus is far from trivial. It brought 
Jesus condemnation from the religious elite of his day - they saw him as subverting the very core 
of their religion. It remains at the heart of much of the differences between Christians to this day. 
Thankfully our calling is not to be perfect as God is perfect, how destructive and impossible – 
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doomed to failure that call is but rather ours is a calling to compassion.  
 
Now I want to link that to an article that was brought to my attention this week: 
 
In his weekly column Father Ron Rolheiser, a Roman Catholic priest and president of the Oblate 
School of Theology in San Antonio, Texas writes: 
 
Nobody gets to heaven without a letter of reference from the poor! That's a quote attributed to 
James Forbes, an interdenominational pastor in New York City, and it wonderfully captures 
something that the ancient prophets of Israel underlined many centuries ago. 
 
The great prophets of Israel had coined this mantra: The quality of your faith will be judged by the 
quality of justice in the land. And the quality of justice in the land will always be judged by how 
‘widows, orphans, and strangers’ are faring while you are alive. That phrase, ‘widows, orphans, 
and strangers’, was code for the three weakest, most-vulnerable, groups in society at the time. For 
the great prophets of Israel, ultimately we will be judged religiously and morally on the basis of 
how the poorest of the poor fared while we were alive. 
 
That's a scary thought which becomes scarier when we see how Jesus strongly endorsed that view. 
While this needs to be contextualized within Jesus' message as a whole, we have in Matthew's 
Gospel the famous text about the Last Judgment where Jesus tells us that, at the end of day, when 
we stand before the great King on the day of judgment, we will be asked only one set of questions 
and they all will have to do with how we treated the poor: Did you feed the hungry? Give drink to 
the thirsty? Welcome the stranger? Clothe the naked? Visit the sick? Visit prisoners... Nobody gets 
to heaven without a letter of reference from the poor. 
 
Towards the end of the article he says:  
 
 I was once at a talk given by Gustavo Gutierrez  the Peruvian theologian and Dominican priest 
regarded as the founder of Liberation Theology where, after the presentation, a man stood up and, 
with pained honesty, shared about his own helplessness in reaching out to the poor: What can one 
person do in the face of all the global issues of injustice that beset us? 
 
Gutierrez acknowledged the complexity of the question and sympathized with the man's 
helplessness, but then added: ‘Minimally, make sure that you always have at least one concrete 
poor person in your life to who you are specially attending. This will ensure that your commitment 
will always at least have some concrete flesh!’ 
A single letter of reference from the poor is better than no letter at all. 
 

May you and I have the same faith, as the Canaanite woman of today’s Gospel, to wrestle with 
God over the tough issues of life and faith and be helped to live always compassionately: As              
Jonathan Inkpin says in today’s ABM reflection on the front of Connections: 
The Canaanite woman shows extraordinary courage in approaching Jesus. Jesus responds to her 
remarkable faith by bringing healing to her daughter, breaking through the barriers between Jew 
and Gentile. In so doing, his original mission to his own people of Israel is extended to all in 
need. May we have the same spirit, faith and courage to reach beyond our inherited divisions to 
bring transformation to others. 

 

http://www.ronrolheiser.com/ 


