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Genesis 45:1-15
Ps133
Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32
Matthew 15:1-2, 10-28

A heart focussed on God

The encounter between Jesus and the Canaanite woman is a powerful episode. It shows 
Jesus in a light, so unusual we find it hard to integrate. He has left the strictly Jewish 
territory where he is approached by a woman who forthrightly calls for her daughter to 
be healed. The woman is a Canaanite. Had this taken place in Melbourne it would be 
very easy to identify what that means because here Canaanite religion abounds. She 
would be a person who was so focussed on football there was no room in her heart for 
God! ... But in the context of the reading it is expected her faith is based on fertility 
cults, not the God of Israel. It means she would have been an enemy of the faith who 
did not know the Law or keep up the traditions of contemporary Judaism. She had no 
right to ask Jesus for anything! But she does. Her shouting and her body language 
disclose that she understands who Jesus is: the holy one of God. But when the disciples 
ask Jesus to send her away, his reply is discriminatory. “I was sent only to the lost sheep 
of the house of Israel.” Matthew may be trying to show Jesus’ mission does not go into 
all the world until after the resurrection, but it seems unthinkable that, faced with this 
request, Jesus would show such partiality. Undeterred the Canaanite woman kneels and 
tries again. Jesus responds: “Dogs are not meant to eat the bread provided for the 
children.” It is an uncomplimentary, vilifying, remark. She is undaunted: “Even the 
dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.” The put down is used against 
Jesus, and she wins the day. Her words reveal her faith and it is enough to teach Jesus 
something. Regardless of her status as an outsider we see her heart is set on the one 
thing that is needful: she is open to the power of God, present in Jesus. 

The wider context is a debate between Jesus and the religious leaders over what should 
hold centre stage in the relationship between tradition and belief. Alongside the Law of 
God stood a pattern of unwritten ceremonial laws intended to help apply the Law of 
God to life. However Jesus saw that by means of these rules people managed to avoid 
walking humbly with God and living justly with one another. The reading touches on a 
controversy about ritual cleansing before meals and the type of food that should be 
eaten, in which Jesus seems to reject the Hebrew tradition about what is clean and 
unclean. Such a move which would open Jewish tables to hospitality with all - 
something which provoked a crisis in Matthew’s Jewish based community. But what 
Jesus is really saying is that ritual washing and eating particular food have no effect on 
the things that really matter: they do not change what is in the heart. The thing that a 
person is really devoted to is discovered by observing what comes out of the mouth, not 
what goes into it.

In the case of the Canaanite woman an external assessment would have excluded her 
from associations with the faithful. But her request and her demeanour demonstrated 
that in her heart she was seeking him who had the God given power to help her. 
Someone I respect said: there are only two types of people in the world, those who are 
open to God, and those who are not. Some seek God but are not open to what they may 
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find. Others seek and are open to God. The irony of the reading is that the woman, who 
was a rank outsider, was open to God while the leaders of Israel, in a controversy about 
second level issues, were in danger of missing the point. The tenacity of the woman and 
her trust led Jesus to change his heart and give a sign, in advance of the resurrection, 
that faith is central and that his compassion is for all, not just some. Although what he 
did came after some prodding, it too is a sign of what was in his heart. He revealed what 
it means to truly love God, and your neighbour as yourself.

We see the heart as connected with emotional life but in the Bible it is the source of the 
will. Therefore, as in the reading, the disposition of the heart matters. The heart is 
capable both of great evil, and it is capable of the one thing needful: being focussed on 
God. To stay so focussed required commitment and discipline. We are familiar with an 
idea of revivalist Christianity which calls for conversion. There is nothing wrong with 
that, but what often gets forgotten is that conversion is not a one off affair. It is a life-
long, ongoing process of turning away from some things in order to go in another 
direction defined by continued growing into Christ. This calls for a regular process of 
examining what is in the heart, and exposing it afresh to the claims of Christ. The 
Reformation churches made such a big thing of Justification - that what we need from 
God is put right for us by God, I sometimes think they paid less attention to that other 
word, Sanctification - the process of living into the gift that God has given us - growing 
up evermore into God. There is a middle path to walk between “It has all been done for 
you” and “you must do something for yourself.”

There is a discipline to follow if we are going to live from our heart. It involves an 
ongoing process of reflection to overcome instinctual reactions so that we get beyond 
easy spontaneity or glib self-expression. In the same way a person who is open to God 
and seeking to live Gospel cannot allow themselves to be defined by the values of a 
secular society. Discipleship - the ongoing process of being open to Christ exposes the 
heart to new insights and allows for change - justification and sanctification go hand in 
hand. What we are talking about is a process of learning to understand what values have 
taken up residence in the heart and a purging those which obstruct our being formed or 
directed by Gospel values. In this respect if the Christian community lives faithfully and 
continually seeks to make room in the heart for God, will always be counter-cultural, 
because it will always hold a question up to the values of the world around.

How do we engage in this process? By willingly exposing ourselves to the scriptures, 
privately and in worship, and allowing ourselves to be fed by the Sacraments. For those 
who have been in the business a long time there is a paradox: what we read, hear and 
experience is not new, and yet it may strike us as fresh and new. A text which we have 
heard or read a hundred times and could easily pass over may suddenly come alive, 
throbbing with comfort or challenge, because something in us has changed, and we are 
ready to hear a new word. But the object is not meant to be one of acquiring new 
information. It is one of placing ourselves where we may hear the divine call, take it to 
heart, and put it into practice.

The heart is slippery and hard to grasp. But God has given us what we need to be 
faithful. In Jesus Christ we have one who is like us in every respect, who knows our 
struggles, and whose word is powerful enough to touch the very centre of our being, and 
call us forth to new life. The Good News is this gift comes to us from the heart of God, 
whose living word shows that God is for us, in every respect and is fully open to our 
concerns, ever if, like the Canaanite woman, we stand outside the fold as presently 
defined.
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