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The Rev. Josh Stephens 

St. John in the Wilderness 

Proper 15: August 16, 2020 

 

The Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost - Proper 15 

Matthew 15:21-28 

Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. Just then a Canaanite 

woman from that region came out and started shouting, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of 

David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.” But he did not answer her at all. And his 

disciples came and urged him, saying, “Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us.” He 

answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” But she came and knelt 

before him, saying, “Lord, help me.” He answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s food 

and throw it to the dogs.” She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall 

from their masters’ table.” Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be 

done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly. 

 

Gathering the Crumbs 

Our Gospel reading offers us a unique insight into our relationship with Scripture. You can 

hardly find a more important question to ask. Underlying so many of the life-giving movements 

and advancements of our recent history, as well as the controversies and conflicts of the Church 

and beyond is the question of how we relate to the Bible.  

 

● What is the Bible? 

● How do we interpret it? 

● How does it shape our living and our dying, our ministry as disciples of Word made 

flesh? 

 

Those are big questions and hard questions. What I’m saying is that if you were to project all of 

those questions onto this Gospel passage -- that would be rather ludicrous, wouldn’t it? -- then 

you would have found a text that I think is worthy of such projections. You would have found a 

text that could handle such questions and we might even find here another side of the Gospel 

worth living and proclaiming. 

 

Normally when we read a text like this we go about “interpreting” it. That interpretation would 

go something like this: 

 

- We have Jesus talking to a woman which is significant in itself in that time and in that 

culture. 



2 

- She isn’t any woman but a Canaanite woman. Her people are the ancient enemies to 

Israel. She is a foreigner and she is an enemy and Jesus speaks with her. 

- We also would notice that this woman shouts for mercy from the Christ. You could do 

worse than that kind of urgency for mercy from God. 

- We also have: 

● Holy Banter. 

● Healing Happening. 

● Faith being praised. 

 

Wow! What a Gospel passage. You could make a nice sermon sandwich out of any of these 

things. Put it together. Add a little sauce. Take a bite. Thank you very much! 

 

But in the middle of this passage we find something uncomfortable. We find something that 

we’d very much prefer to skip right over. The woman begs Jesus for healing for her daughter, 

begs him for mercy, and he seems to ignore her at first. Then, when she persists, he says, and I 

quote, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and to throw it to the dogs.” 

 

Ouch! Did I hear that correctly? Is Jesus just being overly direct here? Is he using a loose 

analogy? Did he call her a dog? What is going on? How do you explain that line? How do you 

interpret it now? 

 

The short answer is simply that I don’t know how to explain this interaction to you. We believe 

that Jesus is the embodiment of the vastness of God’s love so perhaps he was testing her. Perhaps 

there was wit and humor in it, but this is hard and it doesn’t sound good.  

 

There is one other thing that comes to mind. There is another place that this text makes an 

appearance. Perhaps you have prayed with it before. Perhaps you have shared in this story, 

entered into it, been fed by it, in a deeper sense than our typical interpretations would allow. 

 

You see, we have this prayer -- a rather old prayer -- that over the centuries has been edited and 

translated and moved around, until it found itself in the very first Book of Common Prayer in 

1549. During Communion, the priest would kneel and would pray privately, to himself, before 

Communion the faithful, with hope that they might receive the sacrament worthily.  

 

Now we find this prayer -- and we find this Gospel text -- in our Book of Common Prayer in the 

Rite I liturgy on page 337. You can go ahead and turn to it if you’d like. We will all pray it today 

before receiving Communion. It is known as the Prayer of Humble Access and it picks up our 

Gospel exchange and brings us into the story so that we become the woman kneeling before the 

Christ, shouting for mercy. You know, he gives himself to us. Just before receiving Communion, 

in our Rite I liturgy we say,  
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We do not presume to come to this thy Table, O merciful 

Lord, trusting in our own righteousness, but in thy manifold 

and great mercies. We are not worthy so much as to gather 

up the crumbs under thy Table. But thou art the same Lord 

whose property is always to have mercy. Grant us therefore, 

gracious Lord, so to eat the flesh of thy dear Son Jesus Christ, 

and to drink his blood, that we may evermore dwell in him, 

and he in us. Amen. 

 

We can and we should struggle with questions of interpretation. We can be Bible Thumpers and 

Proof Texters. We can research and discuss and pray as we seek to interpret how to understand 

Scripture. We can and we should and we will. 

 

But the most fundamental interpretation of Scripture, the most basic and proper and important, is 

the life, activity, and organization of the believing community. What if our relationship to the 

Bible is less about how we read it and more about how we live it? What if these aren’t just 

stories in a book to be studied, but plans and hopes and activities that must be lived!  

 

The Bible -- the Gospels -- isn't simply something we read. This is something we live. In our 

prayers and liturgies, we are stepping into the drama of God’s saving work for us and our world. 

We are stepping into the drama and we are given the script so we know our parts -- so we can 

reach out our hands for Christ as we say, “We are not worthy so much as to gather up the crumbs 

under thy table.” 


