THE FAITH OF THE CANAANITE WOMAN
 
The gospel tells us that Jesus and his disciples went to Tyre and Sidon, a region inhabited mainly by the Canaanites, who did not share the same faith with the Jews.  Any time the Jews come together with non-Jews, their meeting is characterized with prejudice and disagreement.  We can recall Jesus’ meeting with the Samaritan woman at the well of Jacob (John 4: 4ff).  Such was the case of the meeting of Jesus with the Canaanite woman in the gospel today.  This time, it was the Canaanite woman who came to him and pleaded: “have pity on me Lord, son of David, my daughter is tormented by a demon”.  But Jesus did not give her any answer.
            After some persuasion by his disciples, Jesus said: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel”.  What does Jesus mean by this statement?   While some bible scholars say that Jesus said so in keeping with the tradition of his people, others say that he merely expressed what was in his mission agenda like he told his mother in a different situation: ”Woman, how does your concern affect me?  My hour has not yet come” (John 2:4).  One thing we must know about that time in question is that Jesus intended to evangelize only the Jews who already know about God.  The evangelization of foreigners would later be a ministry of his Apostles (Acts 1:8).  
But where Jesus surprised everyone in this passage is where he replied to the incessant request of this woman thus: “It is not right to take the food of children and throw it to the dogs”.  Did Jesus mean to insult this woman or did he express a popular opinion like Nathaniel did about him at the beginning of his ministry when he said:  “Can anything good come out of Nazareth” (John 1:46).  Given the fact that this woman does not belong to the Jewish Religion or worship with them but asks to be given a service that belongs to a religion not hers, it may be that Jesus wants to be sure that she knew what she was asking for.  That is to say that it is not proper to take what is meant for the initiates of a group and give to an outsider.  Again, Jesus may not have said it to demean her but to shake her to find out whether she was speaking out of frustration and need.  But convinced that if she did not qualify because she was not a Jew, she might qualify through her faith in the power of God; she stood her ground very tenaciously.  
            This Canaanite woman has given us an example of how to break the walls of intolerance without violence.  She has every reason to be upset and abusive.  If the statement of the disciples who want Jesus to send her away does not provoke her, the cynical response of Jesus is enough to provoke her to anger and use of bad words as most of us do today when provoked.  But she ignores them all and insists on her request, advancing reasons instead why Jesus must look beyond the factors that distinguish them.  
            Again, the Canaanite woman does not only break the age long hostility with her insistence but forces the grace of Jesus’ ministry to the Gentiles before it kicks-off as Jesus plans it.    It takes one like Jesus who admits truth when it is spoken and some one like the Canaanite woman who insists on the truth without violence but faith in God to dismantle unjust laws hatched by ignorance and prejudice.  Prejudice is behind most of our segregations today.  Prejudice is the product of fear and ignorance.  Though the government has some laws that are opposed to segregation, it is yet difficult to be erased from the minds and hearts of many.  We can see it exhibited in erratic shootings in the society, denial of employment, choice of neighborhood, marriage and friendship, etc.  Today Jesus is telling us that it is not the wish of God that we should live in prejudice and create walls of division and hostility.  
            Finally, we must not but admire the Canaanites’ insistence.   She stood her ground because she was convinced of what she was fighting for.  She was not shaken by the treatment she received, but overcome it by her faith thereby proving to have more faith than the Jews.   She did not only have conviction and faith but knowledge of what she was asking and fighting for.  Her life is a lesson to some of us who are engaged on a crusade against oppression, abortion, injustice, gay marriage, and or who are praying for the conversion of fellows, to go about our just cause with knowledge, conviction and faith.  Faith, the Lord will always tell us, can accomplish much only if we can exercise it (Mark 11:23).  
 
