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The woman who taught Jesus. 
 
Prejudice is such an ugly thing. It so easily leads to discrimination - the focus of James in the 
second reading we have heard. Prejudice at best is alienating and at worst quite destructive. 
Potentially giving rise to the fears out of which conflict and violence so easily erupts, as we saw 
earlier this year with the events at Cronulla and surrounding suburbs. 
 
Sometimes it seems we have come a long way since my childhood when ‘Catholics’ were the 
unknown other and in the country town where I grew up, we state schools kids didn’t interact with 
the children at the neighbouring Catholic Convent School. We either ignored each other or sang 
rude ditties at each other. Now we have such positive relationship with our Catholic brothers and 
sisters at Mater Dei and St Raphael’s. Yet there is still such underlying prejudice within our society 
– within us! We reveal it often in subtle ways. By our language – for example, by the use of the 
more derogatory ‘Abos’ when referring to Indigenous Australians. By inappropriately singling out 
one group, as our Prime Minister did recently in suggesting that sections of the Muslim community 
need to change their attitude to women. When he could have just as easily singled out sections of 
the Christian Church, including the majority of Sydney Anglicans, or Buddhists as this morning’s 
Encounter Programme on ABC National Radio clearly illustrated. It focused on the struggle of 
women to have equal status in all aspects of that religion. Worth looking at the transcript on the 
ABC website. We reveal it in being surprised that this or that ethnic group live like us – with 
comments like – “Their house was so neat and clean”. Why should that surprise us? 
 
I was made sharply aware of my prejudice and the way it can get in the way, when I was chaplain at 
Braeside Hospital in the Western suburbs. A Pakistani Muslim woman was admitted to the 
Palliative Care Unit. I found myself very wary of approaching to offer pastoral care and support, 
thinking that they might not welcome an approach from a Christian Minister fearing that they might 
respond aggressively. Muslims are aggressive aren’t they? Not.  How wrong I was. When I plucked 
up the courage to approach the husband to see whether they had contact with the local mosque and 
whether I could help by ringing the local Imam if they did not. He said to me “No Father, you are 
the Priest God has given us while we are here at the Hospital. Please, you come and pray for my 
wife.” There was an openness and gentleness and graciousness which are typical of the majority of 
Muslims in my subsequent experience. Far from the image so often depicted in the media – the 
aggressive militant Muslim is the exception – not the norm. It seems that even Jesus had his 
prejudices- which needed to be overcome. Not that we should find that to be surprising. After all he 
was brought up to be a good Jew in a society in which there was a clear understanding that the Jews 
were God’s people and with a clear demarcation between Jews and Gentiles. Thank goodness 
therefore for the nameless woman in today’s Gospel passage who moves Jesus to see things in a 
broader way! 
 
A most intriguing incident that story as recorded by Mark (and also by Matthew) of the Canaanite 
woman who engages in debate with Jesus. Out of her love for her daughter and in her desperation to 
seek help she is not prepared to accept anything that will not lead to life and healing. She takes up 
the challenge I have talked about previously as posed by the writer of Deuteronomy (Ch 30) to 
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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 him to send her away Jesus asserts that his mission is 
exclusively to “the lost sheep of the house of Israel” Some commentators suggest that Jesus is being 
cheeky. McGowan i for example, says Jesus has recognised the perseverance, the doggedness of the 
woman, like a terrier at a bone and is just testing her out. Expecting her to come back at him, in the 
hope the disciples will learn from her perseverance. The same commentators suggest she is shrewd 
enough to keep Jesus joke going and to claim honorary citizenship in Israel by admitting to being 
like one of the dogs. She breaks through Jesus’ defences and he welcomes her and her daughter as 
members of the household (of Israel). That is an interesting slant, but I suspect that reality is that 
Jesus is focused on his mission as he sees it, but the woman is desperate and won’t take no as an 
answer no matter how rudely she is rebuffed. Make no mistake, Jesus is rude to her; insinuating that 
she is no better than a dog. But she is quick witted and knows that the dogs are quick to eat the 
scraps that fall from the table – and all she needs is a scrap. Such is her sense of the healing power 
of Jesus, just a scarp will do. 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 they then could it be 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. So this 
nameless woman has a very important and significant place in the Christian story as the teacher of 
Jesus. And yet today there are still those who would refuse women a teaching/leadership role in the 
community of God’s people! Its good to welcome into our midst today Pat Watson’s daughter Sue, 
who is a priest in Melbourne Diocese. Wouldn’t it be good if Sue hadn’t had to go elsewhere to 
pursue her vocation, perhaps she could have come here to her home parish1 Wouldn’t it be good if 
that could happen one day? Sue welcome, it is good to have you with us. 
 
May you and I have the same faith, 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 which is always transformative. 
 
 
                                                      
i B McGowan,  Matthew in the Margins, an online commentary for preachers for the Year of Matthew. 
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