T JESUS & THE CANAANITE WOMAN

When I~firet,read this morning's gospel lesson earlier this
week, the story from Matthew of Jesus and his encounter with the
Canaanite woman, my first response to it was sort of blah: here
we have a healing story, just like.twenty other healing stories

ch appear throughout the gospels., A '
ks him for help. They ha ‘ ; the daughter
is healed. You see the same , and over again
in Matthew, Mark, Luke and John.: But as I thought about it
throughout the week, it became clear to me that this healing
stor{ was different from others in three important ways: first
of all, the woman was not your standard supplicant;

I'd like to talk first about the woman for a minute. The
ells us straight out that she is a Canaanite, a worshipper

of the god Baal by implication. Now, if you remember your -01d - -
Testament history, the Canaanites are the people that the Jews
dispossessed when they came to the Promised Land. Throughout
the centuries Jews and Canaanites lived side by side 'in close
if not altoiether happy relationship. By the time of the first
century, Palestinian Jews~no‘longer had a kingdom, but they lived
together in a‘ti%htly structured community. Thou%h they still
lived in physica Proximity to Canaanites, the cultural gap

between them had widened, and the relationshig grown more
¥

hostile, to the point where Canaanites probably fit just below
Samaritans on the Jew's list of least favored people. This woman

approached Jesus was a Canaanite, and it is clear that Jesus
had absorbed the Prejudice of his culture when at her first
appeal for help, Jesus does not bother even to respond to her.
"Have mercy on me, son of David," she pleads. But Jesus in
Matthew's telling "did not answer her a word."

Now Jesus' disciples were obviously embarassed ;v this woman
trailing around behind them. It was bad enough to be followed
by a Canaanite, but a woman alone was even worse. :We-navg t:o

er that in Jesus' world women did not go out into the

Streets unescorted; not "decent" women anyway. By the fact that
it is this woman who approaches Jesus, and not her husband or

8 male relative, we can assume about her that she was a woman
of 111 repute, or a widow with no male relatives to take: care :
of hﬁt.;ou,aiuonun;who;didn't care if she was perceived as either
of the above,. a woman who didn't, care that.Jesus would recognize

as a virtual outcast even among her own people. The

disciples did not want-someone like that following them around,
and so asked Jesus to get rid of her. ' SRE
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uglgss ygu'agree with me, then you 3r§f and because I am
right and you are wrong, we are so di erent that
nothing to do with eazg'ot g o

her." . The extreme osition thi
would go on to say that those who K s .

are wrong are a danger to t
which is right, and therefore should be t R

otten rid of if the
can't be convinced to see the error of tﬁ T

eir ways. Utopian
communities, totalitarian governments of either the left or

right, and religious conservatives, be they Christian, Jewish,
Moslem or whatever, tend to hold this position. They are non-
compromisers. They are unashamedly intolerant. :

“At the other end of the Spectrum are what I would call the
universalist tolerators. Their point is that we should be .
tolerant of everyone. Their reason for this is a belief that
in all cases, the ways in which we as human beings are alike are
more important that the ways in which we are different.
Universalists tend to be relativists as well. They are
uncomfortable making absolute truth claims. They are
uncomfortable with othérs who say that all the world's major
religions are equally true and valid, and would urge toleration
on the grounds that they all say basically the same thing a lot
of the time.- We should tolerate and live together peacefully
and respectfully with Hindus, and Moslem and Jews, because
basicalgy they are people like us with values like ours, and i
those things which we disagree on or which make us different are
less important than those things which bind us together. .
Liberals of any stripe, be they religious, political, or
cultural, tend to be universalist tolerators.

1 have always thought that intolerants were difficult to
be around and sometimes dangerous, and what bothers me most about
them is not the strength or passion of their belief, but their.
level of assumed inerrancy. I don't mind. that Jerry Falwell is
as active or as persistant as he is, or even that relig@ous con-
servatives in D guth are as passionate as they are at City
Council meetings. But I think there is a subtle but important
difference between those who say, "This is what I believe, and
I believe I'm right," and those who would go further and say, ‘
"This is what I elieve, and I know I'm right, and you are wrong
and you should be punished for that."

To go back to the story of Jesus and the Canaanite wom?nét
the person who was wrong in that encounter, the person ygo, e
with new ideas and a change of heart was not the woman, but
Jesus. If Jesus did not consider himself and his theology 2
inerrant, if Jesus, though he believed he was right, was ope oohl
to argument and to changing his mind, then it is cleaiitolme
lack of tolerance at least for Christians is an unbib ica oiy
option, Jesus believed in himself and in his God passionately










