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We mark the International Day of Women and we celebrate the gifts of women by hearing the story of another anonymous woman in the Bible.

The story takes place somewhere in Galilee. We learn that the woman is a Canaanite, a non-Jew. She comes to Jesus to find help for her child. Predictably, the disciples try to send her away; surprisingly, though, Jesus does not welcome her. He tries to ignore her, even when she is persistent. 

We never learn the woman’s name. Perhaps we should call her She who takes on Jesus for the sake of her daughter. Or, She who will not take no for an answer. She is the Susan B. Anthony of scripture, the Ida B. Wells of the Bible.

Strong women like her all over the world continue today to stand up for themselves and for their children, especially for their daughters. But many of them cannot, for fear of violent, even deadly, reprisals against them. When New York Times columnist Nicholas Kristof spoke at the Westminster Town Hall Forum last fall he said that the great global human rights struggle of the 19th century was the emancipation of Africans from slavery. In the 20th century it was the defeat of totalitarianism. In the 21st century, he said, it will be the liberation of women and girls. Kristof reports that there are today at least 3 million people held in slavery; the vast majority of them women and girls. 

The woman we meet in the gospel of Matthew this morning is an advocate for her daughter – an early prototype of a woman speaking out as an activist. In the words of Susan Andrews, a former moderator of the Presbyterian General Assembly, the Canaanite is “an uppity woman.” She is in a vulnerable position as a woman on her own, but she does not let that stop her.  We do not know if she is married, but that is beside the point: she is alone trying to assist her little girl, and she means to get that help. The daughter is not well – apparently from mental illness; she is, the text says, “possessed by demons.” 

The mother is a woman on a mission to secure healing for the child. 

Last Monday several hundred of us from the faith community were on a similar mission at the state capitol trying to rally support for the General Assistance Medical Care program. Legislation renewing the GAMC had been vetoed, putting at risk 35,000 of our most vulnerable citizens. I thought about that uppity woman as she fearlessly stood up for her defenseless child in front of all those men who were not glad to see her. 

At the capitol it was clear that the override would fail, but the faith community turned out in force anyway, advocating for our neighbors who are poor and mentally ill. In the debate one of the legislators supporting GAMC read from the end of Matthew’s gospel, where Jesus tells his followers that when we show love for the least among us we show love for him. It was a fine text for that moment, but he could also have read this account of a mother advocating for her child who has no medical care. Our protest reenacted the woman’s advocacy for her ill daughter.

The Canaanite woman does not wait for others to come to her aid; she takes matters into her own hands and marches right up to Jesus, whom she perceives – correctly – as having power to help her. She expects a response and will not leave until she gets it – and she does get it. 

We learned in the news yesterday that a compromise has been reached and the GAMC program will continue. The least among us – like the mother’s daughter – will have access to care. We learn from the woman who confronts Jesus that sometimes it is important to speak up, even against the odds.

I have always been troubled by the Jesus we meet in this gospel account. I find little relief in the fact that most Bible scholars question if these words were actually said by Jesus; there they are, in our sacred text, these words that sound almost misogynist. Jesus rejects the foreign woman’s plea for help, and when she persists, he likens her to a dog.  Is this the same Jesus who urges us to reject cultural norms that work against God’s desires? 

In the gospel story we learn that this is one bold woman. She comes right back at Jesus. “Yes, Lord,” she says, “yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters' table.” (Matthew 15:27) Surely the woman’s reply shocks Jesus and his circle of men. She challenges their prerogative and their power – and she gets Jesus’ attention. Her boldness opens his eyes. He comes to his senses and redeems himself in terms of his relationship to her, acknowledging her great faith and meeting her daughter’s need. The little girl is healed, and the woman goes on her way into the pages of scripture, satisfied that all is now well.

Nicholas Kristof and his wife Sheryl WuDunn wrote a book about what they had learned from women and girls all over the world. Their book is called Half the Sky – from the old Chinese proverb that says, “Women hold up half the sky.” The book is sobering, as it details the plight of women and girls in various places in the world – but it also brings hope, by recounting the story of women like the one we meet in this morning’s gospel.

One of them is Usha Nayarane, a woman from a squalid slum outside the city of Nagpur, India. Her family is from the “Dalit” caste, meaning they are untouchable in the medieval world of old India. Through her family’s extraordinary efforts, Usha and her siblings all manage to graduate from college. Usha is home visiting her parents one day when a well-known, notorious criminal gang attacks the woman next door. The men have repeatedly preyed on women and girls in that community, especially those of the lower caste, terrorizing and raping them with impunity. 

Usha goes to the police and files a complaint against the powerful leader of the gang – something never done before. The police tell the gang leader about her report and an angry mob of men shows up at her house. She calls the police but they do not come. The men surround Usha’s home demanding that she open the door, which she has barricaded. She shouts back her defiance. They respond by yelling about the terrible things they will do to her when they catch her. She turns on the family stove and let the gas begin to fill the house, telling them she will light a match if they break in. The men grow angrier at her resistance. 

Word of the confrontation runs through the neighborhood and soon other Dalit people, those on the underside of that community who have always lived in great fear of the violence of that same gang, begin gathering and start fighting back. The men are outnumbered and they flee. Since then, the Dalit people in that neighborhood have pulled together to protect Usha and other women. Today, she still lives there and is a community organizer, working to help the women and girls of that slum rise up out of poverty.

Usha is a bold woman. She faces down the power of the system that works against her and against other women and girls. Her actions have a gospel feel to them. She is not a Christian woman, but one gets the impression that God must be well pleased. We celebrate her and other women like her all over the world today who speak up and resist the forces that humiliate and oppress and perpetrate violence against women and girls. 

The woman who confronts Jesus is an early part of that movement. She stands up on behalf of her daughter, who could not speak for herself. The church – you and I – can learn from her. The woman teaches us that everyone, no matter how broken or excluded or puny in the eyes of the powerful, everyone has something to say. She teaches us that God listens and hears, and is moved. 

Why does Matthew include this account of a defiant woman in his gospel? He could have cut it out and spared Jesus the embarrassment. Maybe it is because we need to see exactly what is at stake here: the place of women in the reign of God. 

At the heart of the story is the image of a table, a simple table with crumbs under it for those not given a seat at it. Jesus learns from the woman that the table is too small. God has something else in mind. 

This morning we gather at another table, the one spread before us. We will come to the meal with music from Latin America sounding in our ears. We will be welcomed to the table by a man who is a pastor from Palestine. An ordained minister who is a woman will preside over the meal with him.

A feast like the one we are about to celebrate – where women and men and children from around the globe share equally – a feast like that surely approaches what God has in mind for those who seek to live faithfully.

This is a gospel table heaped with abundance for all. 

This is a table of justice, to which we are invited by a bold woman, whose faithfulness is admired by Jesus.

Thanks be to God. 
Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace; Be of good courage; Hold fast to that which is good; Render to no person evil for evil. Strengthen the faint-hearted;
Support the weak; Heal the afflicted. Honor all people, Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
“The Bold Woman”


Psalm 34:9-22; Matthew 15:22-28
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