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In the name of one God – creator, redeemer and sustainer. Amen. 
 
The first real job that I had after high school, not counting a brief stint as a J. Crew telemarketer, was 
working for a large insurance company in my hometown. I had seen an advertisement in the newspaper 
for a clerk typist responsible for helping process new policy applications, and figured I would apply – 
being sure that my 90-plus words per minute speed would come in handy. I was called in for an 
interview and typing test, and was then told I would hear something soon. 
 
But I didn’t. 
 
First one week went by, then two, then three, and still there was no word. So I resorted to a tactic that 
in retrospect probably wasn’t too smart, but which at the time I thought would be helpful. I started 
calling the human resources department. Often. Eventually, I found myself calling them every few days, 
politely checking in to see when I could expect to hear something. 
 
Finally, I was hired for the position. I’m not sure if it was because of my fast typing speed or the fact that 
I simply wouldn’t leave them alone. But I did get the job. 
 
The persistence I displayed came from a desire to have a job and to be working, and I wanted to 
continue lifting my voice to those making the decisions until they chose to hire. Today’s Gospel reading 
displays another persistence, one in which a woman is lifting up her voice to Jesus out of a desire to 
obtain healing for her daughter. I think that her persistence – her many pleas to Jesus to show mercy – 
was necessary to overcome the obstacles already at work in her life. 
 
First, we know that she is a Canaanite. As you may recall, the Canaanites were a godless people, idol 
worshippers descended from Noah’s grandson Ham who were the enemies of the Israelites far back in 
the Old Testament. It was, for instance, a Canaanite queen, Jezebel, who convinced her husband Ahab 
to worship idols in I and II Kings and who in opposing Elijah declared herself a prophet. It was the land of 
Canaan that was invaded by Moses, and after Joshua’s victory at Jericho it was the land of Canaan that 
was finally returned to the descendants of Abraham, as God had promised generations earlier. 
 
And she was a woman. One of the remarkable things about the Gospels is that women are given a place 
of prominence – as devoted followers of Jesus, as those who remained with him until his death and 
were the first to proclaim his resurrection, as early leaders of the church, such as in the Book of Acts. But 
despite how we today see women as leaders in the Gospels, the reality for them in first century Israel 
was far different. They were often ignored. They were overlooked by the law. They were treated as 
second-class citizens. 
 
So as this unnamed woman approached Jesus, she was doing so under the burden of the labels of both 
her gender and her ancestry. We see the signs of her being ignored, first by Jesus himself who did not 
answer her early cries. Then the disciples try to cast her aside by asking Jesus to send her away. When 
he finally responds, he does so in a manner that shines a spotlight on her ancestry. He is there to offer 
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salvation to the lost sheep of Israel and, recognizing her as a Canaanite, essentially saying that the fruits 
of his work are not available to her. The commentator Craig Keener puts it very succinctly: Jesus snubs 
her. 
 
But she persists. She knows that Jesus isn’t there for her the Gentiles – yet – but she acknowledges his 
mission anyway. In these few verses, she recognizes him for who he is and calls him Lord three times, 
something that even Peter and the other disciples have not yet done and will not do until chapter 16. 
Yet Jesus continues: the salvation that he has for Israel does not extend to her or her community. The 
food for God’s children cannot be thrown to the dogs. 
 
And still she persists. Even dogs, she says, get the scraps that fall from the table. Here, she is again 
acknowledging Jesus’ status and power, recognizing that the mercy and salvation he brings to the 
people of Israel is of sufficient amount that there will be more than enough left over for others. 
 
Jesus has been challenged, and this woman has persisted in the challenge. Not once has she offered 
anything less than respect to him; not once has she disputed how she is classified. But she persists – 
persists because her faith extends beyond the labels of gender and heritage she bears. She persists 
because saving her afflicted daughter is worth any price she might have to pay – any risk she may have 
to take – in crossing the boundary between Jew and Gentile … between godlessness and faith … 
between man and woman. 
 
And her efforts bear fruit. Her faith is rewarded. Her child is healed. And by healing this child and 
acknowledging her persistence, Jesus for the first time demonstrates that the saving grace of God is 
available to all – not just the children of Israel, but those other children on the outside looking in. 
 
Each of us faces challenges at one point or another in our lives that seem insurmountable. Like this 
unnamed Canaanite woman, we and many others may be snubbed because of our heritage … or gender 
… or beliefs. It may be that we fear that what we are striving for – the plea that we are making – will go 
unheard or unreached because of labels or baggage that we are carrying. And it is at those very 
moments that we should persist.  
 
Persist in prayer – the prayer that opens our minds and hearts to God, makes available those moments 
when we dwell more closely with God, and opens the space for the Holy Spirit to move through and 
work in our lives. Persist in faith, and in acknowledging the power of Christ in the world. Persist in love: 
for ourselves and our families; for all with whom we share a place in creation; for those with whom we 
disagree or who may seek to snub or silence us.  
 
And persist in hope – the hope that like this woman, Jesus will hear our cries, will be gracious in facing 
those moments when we may feel like challenging him out of fear or frustration, and will reward our 
persistence with the healing and sustaining power of God in our lives. 
 
Amen. 


