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Matthew 15:21-28 

“When God Changes God’s Mind” 

In light of the Ferguson events, I’m going to take a break this week from my sermon series on spiritual 

practices.  As I wrote in the weekly blog, I couldn’t believe the video footage from early in the week of 

protestors and tear gas and police in riot gear was happening in our very own city.  I grew up not far 

from Kent State University, site of the 1970 killing of 4 students by the national guard; my Dad worked in 

Kent, and I remember as child, occasionally hearing my Dad mutter something along the lines of how it 

was bound to happen, the shootings on the Kent State campus, because the tension between the 

protestors and national had escalated so much.  I thought of that while watching the news, hoping there 

wouldn’t be another tragedy. 

And of course, the Michael Brown shooting happened in the shadows of Trayvon Martin. It was a year 

ago this time that the Trayvon Martin verdict was handed out.  We were at Spofford at the time.  

But meanwhile, half a world away, the tension in Iraq escalates and we have resumed an air strike 

campaign.  Israel and Palestine spill blood in Gaza, and Russian President Vladimir Putin continues to, in 

the words of Time magazine, “create problems only he can solve.”  Planes are shot down; innocent 

people die. In St. Louis . . .all over the world.  When will it all end? 

And what can we do?  As Christians, how can we be helpful at times like this? 

I have colleagues who have made it a point in the past few days to go to Ferguson and join the peace 

rallies, or purchase food at the Aldi’s there and donate it to the soup kitchen.  Others have gone and 

simply had lunch at one of the local restaurants.  All of those things are helpful, I guess.  They certainly 

can’t hurt.  But I’m convinced that over the long haul, one of the best things we can do is talk to one 

another, listen to one another, and be willing to learn from one another.  Because sometimes, even 

those of us with open minds need to change our minds. 

And that’s just what we see happen in Matthew’s story about the Canaanite woman and Jesus.  Jesus, 

always the one with the open mind, changes his mind in today’s story, because even Jesus displayed 

some cultural prejudices that were alive and well in his day.  And if it’ possible for Jesus to have some 

prejudice, I think it may be possible for us to have some, too. 

When we meet up with Jesus today, he’s in the Gentile region of Tyre and Sidon where prudent 

Israelites do not walk alone.  Racial stereotypes and bigotry inform all encounters between Israelites and 

Canaanites.  The disciples walk with full attention, informed by the stories of animosity and violence 

between the two groups of people.  Then one of them, a resident of this alien territory, shouts at Jesus.  

But it’s not the expected shouts of bigotry and disdain.  Instead, this is the earnest plea of a mother. 

A mother who just happens to be a Gentile, a citizen of Tyre or Sidon which means she worships Herod.  

But she’s also a mother with a sick kid, and she’s heard about Jesus’ reputation as a healer.  She calls 



him Lord and respectfully appeals to him as the Son of David to heal her daughter of the demon that 

possesses her. 

This when the story gets difficult.  Because Jesus doesn’t answer her; he ignores her; and the disciples 

are offensive.  “Send her away, because she keeps shouting at us,” they tell him.   

Jesus answers her request with an equally offensive line: “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.”  In 

other words, I’m not here to save you and your people.   

She persists:  “Lord, help me.”  And kneels at his feet in a sign of respect. 

“It’s not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs,” he says.  Referring to Canaanites as 

dogs was a familiar and favorite insult of the Israelites.  And as one commentator wrote, calling a 

woman a female dog had the same tone as if it were shouted today in a high school hallway, or on the 

street. 

It goes without saying that this is not what we expect to hear from Jesus.  After all, Jesus is always the 

one reminding us that no one is outside the circle of God’s love.  But not here; here his words and 

behavior are troubling, and that’s putting it mildly. 

There have been attempts to soften his response.  Some people say he was affirming the woman’s 

worth by talking to her in the first place; others say he was testing her faith. 

And that could all be true. 

But I also think it’s plausible that Jesus is showing here that even he can be a product of his culture, a 

culture that had strict rules about how you could interact with people of other cultures.  Ironically, Jesus 

has just finished criticizing the Pharisees, scribes and disciples for being narrow-minded, but 

demonstrates his own narrow-mindedness in this passage, denying the woman’s request based on 

religious and cultural differences.  His abrupt response to the woman may be startling, but back then it 

would have been expected.  We tend to forget how radical Jesus’ inclusiveness really was because he 

was raised in a culture of separation by race, gender, class and ethnicity just as we have been.   

So it’s possible here, even though the very idea may make us uncomfortable, that Jesus is forced to 

confront his own prejudice and in a reversal of roles learns from the outsider the need to open his mind. 

If the thought of Jesus changing his mind makes you squirm a little, I’ll admit that it makes me squirm a 

little, too. 

But then I remind myself that Jesus was fully human which means he had to learn.  He had to learn how 

to walk and talk, and he also had to unlearn some of those cultural prejudices.  He believed his mission 

was only to the lost sheep of Israel; but here he learned he was sent to save others, too.  Even the 

daughters of Gentile women. 

Of course, Christians have always believed that Jesus was fully divine, too.  Which begs us to ask, does 

God ever change God’s mind?  Some people automatically think no.  But the Old Testament stories 

suggest that yes, God is able to change God’s mind.  Time and time again we see God wanting to enact 

punishment on people, only to see someone argue with God about why God shouldn’t do that, and then 

God relents.  Which means that, apparently, for the sake of mercy, even God sometimes changes 

course.  So why shouldn’t Jesus? 



If you’re like me, this still feels a bit uncomfortable to you. We just don’t expect to see the Jesus of the 

Gospels learn and change.  

And here, I’m going to use the words of someone else, who so eloquently wrote: 

“But why should this be so uncomfortable? Why must it be an embarrassing concession that Jesus 

learned something from this woman? Why should it be a sign of weakness to be open to change? What 

if the fact that Jesus could learn from her, that his mind could be changed, what if that is the whole 

point?  

You know, after this story, Jesus is still in Gentile “dog” territory, and he starts teaching the people 

there. They get hungry, and he feeds 4000 of them—Gentiles!—just like he had fed his own people. 

There’s bread enough for everyone, it turns out. He sure seems to have learned something. He sure 

seems to have changed course. Surprisingly, shockingly, Jesus seems to have learned something from a 

Canaanite woman. This is not the Jesus we expect. But maybe this is exactly the Jesus our world needs 

to see.  

We live in a world where rigid certainty and ideological narrowness wreak havoc. Many religious and 

political leaders act with unwavering conviction that their way is undoubtedly and always the right way. 

Our own Presbyterian denomination in recent years has been strained by polarization over issues we 

struggle to dialogue about. People argue without listening.  

The absolute certainty that I, or my group, has all the answers and that we don’t need to listen to 

anyone, that kind of certainty breeds contempt and violence. It prevents us from changing our minds 

when we need to. It prevents us from extending a welcome to people we don’t understand. The ability 

to engage in dialogue with someone totally different from you, even someone who represents an 

historic enemy, and to learn from that person, to learn in such a way that you risk being changed—that 

is a skill we desperately need. And, I think, it is something we can learn from Jesus.” (The Rev. Christiane 

M. Lang, “Topsy-Turvy”, August 17, 2008) 

At the end of this story Jesus calls the woman’s faith “great”.  She comes in a long line of Biblical figures 

who simply do not take "no" for an answer, who engage in what one scholar calls a "worshipful 

struggle," which goes all the way back to Jacob who wrestled an angel in the Book of Genesis.  

But perhaps her faith is great because she speaks up for herself and others, calls out unfairness, and 

challenges the status quo.  

Which makes me wonder, where is the Canaanite woman today? Who is she? 

Have we seen her on TV this past week?  Is she amongst the protestors?  Is she Michael Brown’s 

mother?   

Part of our Christian journey, our calling through our baptism, is to listen for those people calling out in 

pain or hunger or torment--to be attuned to their needs, to meet them where they are, and to let them 

speak to us on their own terms. And sometimes they may seem as strange and foreign as that Canaanite 

woman. What she has to say to us today may sound as jarring as her words to Jesus. They may even 

shake our worldview and challenge our assumptions.  But that’s OK.  Sometimes we need that.  Because 

sometimes, the most helpful and faithful thing we do over the long haul, is to listen and learn, and allow 



ourselves to be pushed, like Jesus, so that we can open up to the Canaanite women of our day and age.  

Then we, too, can push and persist like the Canaanite woman so that justice may abound for all. 

Amen. 
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