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Let us pray: For clarity in thought, speech and listening, we pray to you Lord, so that we may understand and act in ways that bring glory to your name, AMEN.  
Nine-year-old Joey was asked by his mother what he had learned in Sunday School.  "Well, Mom, our teacher told us how God sent Moses behind enemy lines on a rescue mission to lead the Israelites out of Egypt when he got to the Red Sea , he had his army build a pontoon bridge and all the people walked across safely. Then, he radioed the headquarters for reinforcements. They sent bombers to blow up the bridge and all the Israelites were saved." "Now, Joey, is that really what your teacher taught you?" his mother asked. "Well, no, Mom. But, if I told it the way the teacher did, you would never believe it!"
So today, if I told you the way Jesus does in this Gospel lesson, you would never believe it, would you!  
We are living in an age of ideas. Evolution has made the outhouse a dinosaur. Today we are increasingly distant from the reality of even our own physical processes. Life does not stink the same way anymore! We increasingly live in a world of beautiful ideas. One of the unfortunate outcomes of such living is that through pure academic exercise we have determined that a society that is inclusive – as per our definition and understanding of inclusion, is a society God wishes for us.  That is the kingdom of God that we all believe in and struggle to create.  It may not be the kingdom, God, or His son Jesus, or even his disciples speak about, but who cares, we like the kingdom vision we have and we are going to stick with it. So, when Jesus says something we don’t like to hear, it must be that good ole redactor, or that Gospel writer with an agenda of his own!
Call me old school if you like, but I truly believe that Jesus said and meant exactly what we read in the scripture.  And I believe that, because I believe that – contrary to all the art through the ages that wants us to think otherwise – Jesus was a person with strong emotions; and that he had no problem expressing his emotions either. 
The context of our Gospel reading is that Pharisees were sent to him from Jerusalem – the great holiness capital – with an agenda.  They were to charge Jesus for not being faithful to the traditions of the elders.  But Jesus, being the creative rebel rouser that he was, was coming up with ideas of holiness, which were not consistent with the tradition of the elders.  He had to be challenged.
Jesus responded quite harshly to these elders. He called them hypocrites and quoted Isaiah to them: “This people honors me with their lips, but their hearts are far from me; in vain do they worship me, teaching human precepts as doctrines.”  
And when the Pharisees left, Jesus added insult to injury and shared how he felt about the Pharisees by gathering even a larger crowd and telling them about how wrong the Pharisees were.  Now, Jesus’ disciples did not approve of this belligerent act of their master. They went to him privately and said, “Do you know that Pharisees took offense when they heard what you said?”  And in response Jesus remained adamant and continued insulting the idea of following the tradition of the elders. Knowing that they were not getting anywhere with this, Peter finally asks Jesus to chill out and explain in clear ways what he means.  
I love Jesus’ response to Peter, “Are you also still without understanding?”  
It is in this context that the story of the Canaanite woman is presented by the Gospel writer.  It is worth observing that Jesus does not say the offensive words to the woman but to the disciples: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”.  It is that lost sheep, the disciples, that he aims his words. I believe, it was a sarcastic response to the disciples’ defense of and sympathy for the Pharisees. But the disciples miss the point and present themselves as the high and mighty who feel disturbed by the constant desire of the Canaanite woman to receive healing. Again, despite Jesus’ harshness in dealing with the issue of holiness that comes simply by being from a particular religious group or with an outward purity that is prescribed in tradition, the disciples just don’t get it.  
So, Jesus expresses the ugliness of the disciples’ prejudice in full force to the Canaanite woman. She not only sees beyond his expressed prejudice but also rejects it.  She rejects it, yes, but she also places herself in a place of extreme humility which neither the Pharisees nor the disciples were able to. And that recognition of littleness, nothingness, in the presence of God is the proof of her faith.  A virtue that Jesus’ own disciples did not have.
It is therefore such an understanding of humility, and the clarity in recognizing the nonsense of religious, racial, and traditional purity and holiness that brings healing.  
It is indeed a beautiful literary moment when Jesus’ question to Peter, “Are you still without understanding?” is so powerfully answered in the affirmative through the actions of the Canaanite woman. Indeed an unbelievably powerful rhetoric. 
So, I believe, it is perhaps best to recognize our being without understanding.  It is perhaps best for us to not even indulge ourselves in the making of human precepts that may be taught as doctrinal faith.  Why not just simply recognize, that true worship cannot be articulated by human reason and human actions; and attempts to such amount to nothing more than human precepts that Jesus confronts head on!   
How many of us today are willing to make that choice?  How many are able to say that let us stop claiming to know what God thinks is right and simply accept God with true humility.  How many of us can give up our own agendas for what church should stand for?  How many of us can see that our defense for inclusion is at times nothing more than a push to exclusion.  How many of us are prepared to stop telling people what Christian faith is all about and begin to live a life of humility?  
Truly, how many of us are willing to accept that God’s power alone rescued his people and not Moses’ radioed reinforcements who bombed the enemy to destruction? It may sound silly, but how many of us really fear the moments when we have no choice but to relate the story as it is handed to us in the scriptures!  Amen.  
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