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The Bible is full of unnamed women. Many of them flash by quickly in stories or parables, but 

some have significant, pivotal roles in the chapters in which they appear, and yet our sacred story 

leaves them nameless. I could give a whole sermon just on why this may be so, but for the sake 

of brevity, I’ll just use my usual 21st-century feminist lens, and say that the Bible was recorded 

and edited primarily by men from highly patriarchal societies where women were not usually 

valued as individuals. They were most often at the margins of society, not in the center. It was 

not always seen as important to record their names. 

 

The woman who is at the center of our gospel story today is one of those unnamed women with a 

pivotal role. Understanding just how important she is requires a bit of context and background, 

so bear with me. The narrative tells us that Jesus “left that place and went away to the district of 

Tyre and Sidon.” This is an unusual trip for a 1st-century Jewish Rabbi. Gennesaret is on the 

northwest edge of the Sea of Galilee—a logical place for Jesus to be; Tyre and Sidon are port 

cites on the coast, some 50 miles from Galilee, and squarely in Gentile territory. Given the 

Jewish aversion to fraternizing with Gentiles, his heading into this region is a mystery. 

 

Some biblical scholars get very picky about the word “to” in this sentence. Some claim that he 

didn’t go all the way to Tyre and Sidon, but rather toward Tyre and Sidon, perhaps just into the 

region. In any case, he’s at least in the border region, and close enough to have a Canaanite 

woman accost him. 

 

Matthew identifies the woman as not only a Gentile, but specifically a Canaanite. Of all the 

Gentile peoples that Jesus could have encountered in his time, the Canaanites were perhaps most 

fiercely hated. They were ancient enemies—it was the Canaanites that had to be driven out in 

order for Israel to take possession of the promised land after the exodus from Egypt. The 

animosity was mutual. 

 

Given this animosity, it is rather audacious for this Canaanite woman to approach Jesus at all. 

Sharon Ringe, a biblical scholar and UCC minister, notes that, “according to the customs of first-

century Palestinian society, this woman should have been invisible. No Jewish man, especially 

one with a religious task or vocation, expected to be approached by a woman (Jew or Gentile), 

except perhaps by one of the many lone women reduced to prostitution to support themselves.”1 

By all the standards and conventions of her society, the Canaanite woman has violated the 

boundaries. She doesn’t remain invisible, she doesn’t stay “in her place,” she doesn’t wait for 

Jesus to approach first, she “came out and started shouting,”2 It is interesting to note that she is 

 
 1 Sharon Ringe, “A Gentile Woman’s Story,” in Feminist Interpretations of the Bible, ed. Letty Russell 

(Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 1985), 70. 

 2 Matthew 15:22, NRSV 
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the first woman in Matthew’s gospel to speak.3 In some circles, she might be called an “uppity” 

woman. 

 

This is certainly how the disciples think of her—and perhaps what even Jesus himself thinks 

about her, at least at first. When she starts shouting, “he did not answer her at all.”4 The disciples 

come and urge Jesus to send her away. This, by the way, is what the disciples always want Jesus 

to do with people who are bothersome. In last week’s scripture from Matthew, you might recall 

that they wanted Jesus to send the crowds away to get their own food after a long day. 

 

And at first, Jesus is dismissive. He tells her that he “was sent only to the lost sheep of the house 

of Israel.”5 In other words, “My ministry is only for my own people, not yours.” But she persists. 

She kneels before him, begging his help. Jesus refuses her again, and his refusal this time is 

deeply disturbing. “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs,”6 he says.  

 

For centuries, biblical scholars have tried to suggest that Jesus isn’t really calling the woman a 

dog here. The theologian Anna Case-Winters notes that “It is amusing to watch how many 

commentaries tap dance around this difficult text. Some say the word for dogs is diminutive 

(more like “puppies”) and probably refers to dogs who are house pets and held in affection by 

the family. Others say Jesus really dd not mean this; he was just testing the woman’s faith. 

Maybe he was even making a show for the disciples so they could see her great faith. Others go 

so far as to say this just cannot have been an authentic saying of Jesus.”7  Nevertheless, current 

biblical scholarship has debunked all these excuses. We have to face up to Jesus’s prejudice here.  

 

At the very least, Jesus is using a metaphor that identifies the Canaanite women and her ethnic 

group with dogs. At worst, he is using a degrading racial slur; “Gentile dogs” was a common 

epithet in the first century. Seen in this light, Jesus’s behavior is cruel. It seems that he has been, 

as Sharon Ringe puts it, “caught with his compassion down.”8 For a moment, he is held by the 

power of the boundaries of his contemporary society, rather than freed by the power of divine 

love. 

 

The woman persists again, matching his racial slur with humor and logic and claims her own 

place at the table of God’s blessing, as she declares that “even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall 

from their masters’ table.” Jesus is rebuked and schooled; he praises her faith and declares her 

daughter healed. 

 

This unnamed woman, from a people marginalized by the Israelites, proves with her persistence 

and boldness and great faith that the boundaries that circumscribe and diminish our lives can—

indeed, must—be crossed in order to realize the Beloved Community. From this point forward in 

Matthew’s gospel, Jesus will see that the circle he thought was drawn tightly around the lost 

 
 3 Anna Case-Winters, Matthew (Louisville, KY: Westminster John Knox, 2015), 201. 
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3 

 

sheep of Israel is widening to include the rest of the world. The unnamed Canaanite woman 

becomes a model of boundary-crossing faith for all the followers of Jesus.  

 

She has a name, of course, given to her by her parents, known by her family and friends, 

whispered by people who love her. All of them have names—all the myriad unnamed women of 

the Bible, all the unnamed women throughout history who persist, who boldly stand up and 

demand their rightful place at the table. 

 

This month, I’m particularly thinking of all the women—named and unnamed—who starting 

shouting for suffrage. The women who marched in the streets, held hunger strikes from jail cells, 

and boldly persisted for decades until the 19th Amendment was ratified 100 years ago this 

August 18th.  

 

As I pondered the American women’s history I learned (I took several women’s studies courses 

in college), something disturbing occurred to me. The history of women’s suffrage that I learned 

in high school and college was the history of white women’s suffrage. Like me, you probably 

already know some of the names of the key women in first-wave feminism: Susan B. Anthony 

and Elizabeth Cady Stanton; Lucretia Mott; Alice Paul; and Antionette Brown Blackwell, who 

was a Congregational minister, and the first woman since New Testament times to be ordained 

by a recognized denomination. 

 

But did you ever learn the names of the prominent Black women who also led the movement for 

suffrage? You undoubtably know Sojourner Truth and Ida B. Wells, both giants in the 

movements for civil and women’s rights. But do you know Mary Church Terrell, one of the first 

African American women to receive a college degree, as well as a national activist for suffrage 

and civil rights? Do you know Frances Ellen Watkins Harper, an abolitionist, suffragist, speaker, 

educator, poet, writer and one of the first Black women to be published in the United States? Do 

you know Adella Hunt Logan, a writer, educator, college professor and administrator and 

suffragist, who, when asked in 1905 why Black women should have the vote, replied:   

 

If white American women, with all their natural and acquired advantages, need the ballot, 

that right protective of all other rights; if Anglo Saxons have been helped by it... how 

much more do black Americans, male and female need the strong defense of a vote to 

help secure them their right to life, liberty and the pursuit of happiness?9 

 

All women received the right to vote on August 18, 1920. But as we know, in much of the 

country, barriers like poll taxes and literacy tests kept Black voters disenfranchised for another 

45 years until the passage of the Voting Rights Act in 1965 outlawed such discriminatory 

practices and restored their right to vote. 

 

As we celebrate women’s enfranchisement this month, let us lift up and celebrate the memory of 

all the uppity women, names known and unknown, who started shouting, and who would not 

stop until they had their rightful place at the table of blessing.  Amen. 

 
 9 Sydney Carroll, “The Complicated History of the Women’s Suffrage Movement” Charlotte Mecklenburg 

Library Blog, Charlotte Mecklenburg Library, August 4, 2020, https://cmlibrary.org/blog/complicated-history-

womens-suffrage-movement. 


