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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. She takes up the challenge that our God ever puts before us, 

posed long ago by the writer of Deuteronomy (Ch 30) to choose life. This woman’s experience of life 

is more that of curse rather than blessing, death rather than life to use the polarities God puts before 

God’s people in Deuteronomy. Her daughter is in great need of healing, of receiving blessing from 

Jesus and so be given back her life. The woman is not perturbed by Jesus seeming indifference to her 

pleas for help. Rather she is most persistent, she does not give up until she receives a blessing.  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 challenges Jesus and 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!”  
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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. 

 

It is precisely this difference in focus that is at the heart of the disagreements over the place of gay and 

lesbian people in the church currently being played out in our Anglican Communion.  Given the recent 

GAFCON and Lambeth conference it’s probably timely to repeat something I said a couple of years 

ago.   

 

Marcus Borg in ‘Meeting Jesus again for the First Time’ in addressing the issue of human sexuality 

says, “Much of the strongly negative attitude toward homosexuality on the part of some Christians has 

arisen because, in addition to whatever nonreligious homophobic reasons may be involved, 

homosexuality is seen (often unconsciously) as a purity issue. For these Christians, there's something 

‘dirty’ about it, boundaries are being crossed, things are being put together that do not belong 

together, and so forth. Indeed, homosexuality was a purity issue in ancient Judaism. The prohibition 

against it is found in the purity laws of the book of Leviticus.”  

 

Borg continues  “It seems to me that the shattering of purity boundaries by both Jesus and Paul should 

also apply to the purity code's perception of homosexuality. Homosexual behaviour should therefore be 

evaluated by the same criteria as heterosexual behaviour. It also seems to me that the passage in which 

Paul negates the other central polarities of his world also means, "In Christ, there is neither straight 

nor gay:” Granted, Paul didn't say that, but the logic of ‘life in the Spirit’ and the ethos of compassion 

implies it.”  p59  

 

So what might be important to say to gay people seeking to be faithful disciples of Jesus? Surely 

exactly what I hope we would want to say to any Christian – something like the following with 

acknowledgement to the late Dr John Gaden: 

God made you who you are and who you may become. Your identity rests in your relationship 

with God in Christ. Work away at that above all and let God make you whole.  

Learn to accept who you are in the totality of your being and that includes who you are 

sexually.  

Give thanks for your bodies, your physical and emotional make-up.  

Let all your relationships be governed by the simple precept that you will love your neighbour 

as you love yourself.  

Consider that God may be calling you to celibacy. In any case, since your bodies are temples of 

the Holy Spirit, be careful to express God’s love in all that you do and ask forgiveness when 

you fail.  

Prize faithfulness, openness and gentleness in all your friendships.  

Seek the support of a Christian community that will accept you and nourish your life in Christ, 

even if this means walking out of some congregations.  
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All this should make it abundantly clear that one is not saying’ “there is no longer an ethic to be 

worried about in the sexual area” – of course there is! One cannot support cruising, male or female 

prostitution, corrupting of minors or pressuring people into lifestyles any more than one can support 

promiscuity, wife or husband swapping, one night stands for heterosexuals. 

Having compassion as one’s focus helps one recognise that ultimately it is not up to us to judge – 

thankfully that is God’s prerogative. I suspect that we probably will be closer to the Jesus who 

identified with and befriended the marginalised of his day if rather than legislating homosexual persons 

out of the church we instead sought to stand in solidarity with them and communicated our 

preparedness to listen to how hard it is still in our society to be a person with a same gender sexual 

orientation and share with them the struggle of working out our common call to faithful discipleship. 

Acknowledging that how we express our sexuality is an important issue for all of us, of no more or less 

importance than so many others. Certainly not given priority over everything else – as if our salvation 

lies in getting this right. If our salvation lies in getting any one aspect of our behaviour right then we 

are all lost and have failed to understand the good news of the gospel – or the nature of the God who is 

at the heart of it. Thankfully our calling is not to be perfect as God is perfect, how destructive and 

impossible – doomed to failure that call is but rather ours is a calling to compassion.  

May you and I have the same faith, as the Canaanite woman of today’s Gospel, to wrestle with God 

over the issues of life which seem to be more “curse” than “blessing” and not to let go until we too find 

life as we share in the experience of Easter faith and life with the One who is constantly with us as 

friend and guide as he leads us into the abundance of resurrection life and joy. 

 
_______________________________ 

(1) B McGowan Matthew in the Margins, an online commentary for preachers for the year of Matthew. 
 


