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Jesus, the Racist (Did I really write that?!) Sermon for 16 August 2020 

Prepared by Rev. Dr. Barbara Fullerton for East Plains United Church, Burlington 
Matthew 15:10-28 

Jesus was a product of institutionalized racism in his time, just as we are today. Does 

that thought shock you? It’s in evidence in today’s gospel story! We couldn’t have a 

better text to reflect on, considering events in the world right now—especially in the 

country to the south of us, and in Canada as well. 

Remember that the culture Jesus was born into was heavily governed by religious 

rules, particularly the purity laws. We know that he valued his culture’s tradition and 

practices—as do we! Think about how you felt when the pandemic group decided to 

hold our worship gatherings in the afternoon during this pandemic. They had valid 

reasons for doing that, endorsed by the Official Board, but it’s not what we are used to. 

We also know that Jesus saw the leadership as corrupt and ingrown. So he called it to 

accountability, in the tradition of prophets like Jeremiah and Isaiah. And he gathered 

and empowered new preachers and teachers from among the lay people.  

Right before the story we read this week, we find Jesus explaining to the disciples 

flaws in the rules of purity and cleanliness. He told them that what goes into the body 

through the mouth simply comes out again. Whether meat is properly killed or not—

what is now called ‘kosher’—doesn’t matter, except for health reasons. He says that 

what comes out of the mouth is what defiles a person. But he is still speaking in the 

context of the Jewish purity laws and social structure, even though it was a multi-

cultural environment. 

Not everyone around Nazareth, or Jerusalem, or anywhere else in Israel, was 

necessarily Jewish. Palestine was an occupied country, and did business with people 

from all over the known Mediterranean area.  

So, it was not unusual for Jewish people to encounter people from other cultures, but 

they didn’t necessarily mingle. The encounter in this story is with a Gentile mother with 

a sick child. Somehow she gets past the disciples, right to Jesus. 

In reading this text today, we likely don’t understand the enormity both of what the 
woman does, and what Jesus does and says.  

 First, she is a Canaanite, a foreigner, not of the same religion or community.  

 Second, she is considered “unclean” by the Jews, under their strict laws about 

ritual purity. Unclean means untouchable.  

 Third, everyone around was aghast at the sheer nerve of a woman approaching 

a man at all, let alone asking for help. 
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We hear the story today and don’t notice most of that. We focus on the healing, without 

understanding anything about the context. In Jesus’ time this behaviour was mind-

boggling. Women did not speak to men in public. Just for approaching him and 

speaking first, she could have been branded as a prostitute, and possibly stoned. The 

disciples want to send her away. She’s not one of them; she’s pagan, and dirty into the 

bargain, because she doesn’t follow their Jewish purity laws. 

Jesus just ignores her. But ignoring her doesn’t work. When he finally does respond, it 

is a rude, racist remark. He was very much a man of his culture and his time, despite 

his changing insights. He says that it is not fair to feed the dogs, before feeding the 

children. On the surface, for us, it may seem like a cryptic statement when Jesus says 

his work and words are strictly for the Hebrews, not for Gentile dogs. To those around 

him, it was not cryptic; it was a racist aspersion common among the Jews. 

The mother is painfully aware of the meaning of the word “dogs.” In fact, the word 

Jesus used would be better translated as “dirty mutts.” She has a sick child, and 

ignoring all conventions, she cries out “Lord, help me, help my child. Have mercy!” She 

would go anywhere, cross any boundary, for the wellbeing of her child—even to a 

place where she knows she will be unwelcome, treated with disdain, insulted and 

possibly harmed. 

To us, it is cringe-worthy to hear “our” Jesus’ say those words. The woman pleads, 

"But sir, even the meanest mutts under the table get to eat the children's crumbs." In 

other words, "Surely there must be a little bit even for people like me and my 

daughter." You can imagine Jesus’ eyes widen, his posture change, as he realises that 

this outsider, this human being, has grasped something important, and has brought his 

attention to it. There is a long moment of silence. With this simple statement, she puts 

Jesus in the position of having to re-think what he has just said, as well as his sense of 

call. She was the only person in the Bible to ever get the better of Jesus in a verbal 

exchange. And he changed his mind. 

A Gentile woman has just appealed to him, gently and with grace, in a way of being he 

had been trying to teach his own disciples. And the point she makes is that race, status 

of birth, language, or religion do not determine a person’s worth. How we speak to 

people, and how we speak of people, as well as how we treat people, are what’s 

important. And when she stood up to him, Jesus is brought face to face with his own 

cultural bias and racism. 

Where are you in this story? Are you in Jesus’ sandals? As privileged people in 

Ontario, it is not likely many of us would identify with the woman, other than possibly 

because she is a mom with a sick kid. 
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The Black Lives Matter movement has got many of us talking about the 

institutionalized racism in which we live. For many, racism is not something we have 

thought applied to us personally. We are good Christians, good Canadians, good 

people. Perhaps this story will make it is easier to consider our own inherent racism 

when we realize that even Jesus had to face his own enculturated racism, learned from 

childhood. 

It’s hard for us to acknowledge the reality that we are a privileged part of society that 

benefits from racism. We are comfortable in the traditions in which we have always 

lived. But along the way, those traditions sometimes have been twisted into something 

sinister, even condoned in the name of God. Slavery and apartheid were both 

condoned by people waving Bibles. 

Jesus realises the religious leaders have done that, but hasn’t seen, until the 

encounter with the Canaanite mother, how he has been part of the same racism. He 

grew up as a good Jew, differentiating himself from the foreigners and the “unclean,” 

seeing the Israelites (his people) as somehow better, superior to everyone else. 

Women didn’t approach men, outsiders were anathema, and the Hebrew community 

kept itself separate and nationalistic, superior to everyone else in their minds, because 

of their laws and their faith. 

And when that happens, entitlement becomes entrenched. Then fear of difference and 

change often motivates people to protect their entitlement. It happens when we forget 

that God has created everyone in God’s image, that no people or group is superior to 

any other. It happens when we forget that God’s way is love.   

I’ve wrestled with this, this week, in light of what’s happening in both Canada and the 

U.S. Should I preach it? How can I not? Will someone be offended? Is that a reason 

not to?  

Rather than talking about this generically, perhaps it will be helpful to share some of 

my own journey as I’ve intentionally explored my own identity as a white person for 

decades. Surely I am not racist, I have told myself. That’s because we were “taught to 

see racism only in individual acts of meanness, not in invisible systems conferring 

dominance on my group."i 

I was born to missionary parents in a different culture and place, where my playmates 

and people around me (other than my parents) were dark brown. So, I began life as a 

minority in that culture, possibly not noticing I was different from those around me. I 

was actually nut brown, from being in the equatorial sun without sunscreen in those 

days. But I was a tow-head blond, quite different from my dark-haired playmates and 

the servants that took care of our daily needs. My family in that society was part of a 

privileged minority, as my parents were missionaries in the days when missionaries 
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thought they were called to convert people to Christianity and to tell them the best 

ways to do that. It was long before our North American and European churches 

changed their understanding and practice of overseas mission work to a stance of 

partnership, working with the peoples they serve, taking their cues from them 

regarding what their own goals are. 

As I reflect that I was born into that old fashioned patriarchal attitude about 

missionaries in those days, I wonder whether perhaps I was subconsciously MORE 

indoctrinated with white privilege than folks who always lived in North America. White 

missionaries had an innate sense of superiority, though ever-so-pious about their 

“sacrifices” of leaving home and country to go teach people in other cultures their 

supposed “better” way.  

Folks who grew up in the segregation in which many grew up here, often weren’t even 

exposed to folks that different from them. Occasional encounters with folks from other 

cultures were governed by the codes of good Christian behaviour to love one’s 

neighbours, though there might have been a sense of discomfort about the differences.  

Having been born in India, I was quite comfortable being with folks from other cultures. 

And I was raised in a home immersed in biblical teaching about all being created in 

God’s image and loved unconditionally by God, as well as teachings of Jesus about 

what it means to be a good neighbour. So, how could I be considered a racist? 

In fact, Black friends with whom I worked in the anti-apartheid movement in the 1980s 

called me a vanilla Oreo—you know, the pale cookies with chocolate icing in the 

middle. When they said I was really black on the inside, it was one of the best 

compliments I have ever received. I have treasured that. 

But truth is, I grew up with white entitlement in a racist system. I am still learning about 

what that means and how it affects the way I relate in the world. That is why I am 

offering the study in September on “White Fragility,” using Robin Diangelo’s book by 

that title, among other resources. Details are in the bulletin.  

If we believe in following Jesus, who was able to see his own prejudice when it was 

pointed out, and change his understanding; if we believe in a God of love who loves 

everyone the same, then we have to address racism. We have to stand up to it. We 

have to reflect on how we have been and are part of a culture in which we have special 

privilege and may not even have recognized that until recently. 

Because we worship the God of love, who does not condone hatred and bigotry, 

racism needs to be confronted. We can do it gently, with care and with love, but it 

cannot be allowed to continue.  
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Until recently, our studies of racism have been generic, detached from ourselves, as a 

terrible thing that some people are part of. But not us. Now we are recognizing our own 

implication in it, just by virtue of the accident of being born into a privileged society. 

And that makes some of us defensive, because we worry that perhaps that means we 

are bad people. It doesn’t mean that, but that is part of what is being called “white 

fragility,” that we are nervous about talking about our privilege. Let’s get past that! We 

will do that in our September study group. 

One of the ways we will do that is to learn about implicit bias, which “refers to the 

attitudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions, and decisions in 

an unconscious manner. Due to implicit biases, people may often attribute certain 

qualities or characteristics to all members of a particular group, a phenomenon known 

as stereotyping.”ii 

As we do this study of our own location in privilege and systemic racism, we won’t ever 

have it all figured out. One author I read decades ago said that racism is like an 

addiction. It is never cured. We are always recovering. Forever. 

A friend of mine is married to a Japanese man, who realized in University that certain 

racist attitudes towards Koreans were part of Japanese culture and he realised that he 

was a product of growing up in Japan. But he did something about it. He joined the 

Korean club on the campus, he joined in demonstrations to allow Koreans born in 

Japan to get citizenship; both he and his partner (my friend) demonstrated against the 

requirement that Koreans carry identification and permits at all times.  

I was still snug in my white cocoon when Martin Luther King was assassinated. I had a 

black friend or two. I didn’t think I had any racial prejudice. My own awakening twenty 

years later, though nearly forty years ago now, started when I was sent by my 

denomination’s District (similar to our United Church Regions) to a conference at 

Wartburg seminary in Dubuque, Iowa, to learn about apartheid and the illegal 

occupation of Namibia by S. Africa. I had no idea that was even happening in the 

world. Once my eyes were opened, there was no turning back. My life was never the 

same. Soon after, I was selected for a study trip to South Africa and Namibia. My avid 

advocacy in both religious and secular society resulted in the end of my first marriage 

and sent me to seminary, seeking biblical and theological understanding of the justice 

commitment to which I had been awakened and now felt called.  

Along the way, I learned about the interconnection of all justice concerns and my 

consciousness was raised about my own privilege, in spite of also being marginalized 

as a female. Since then, many advances have happened in public awareness, with 

growing appreciation for diversity, as well as legal changes giving protection and rights 

to people who formerly did not have them.  
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So, I am horrified that today, in 2020, we are still facing the hatred, violence, bigotry 

and incredible fear that is erupting both in the U.S. and here at home. And yet I am 

hopeful that this time, something is shifting. A new awareness is happening. And we 

are called to be part of it.  

The good news for me is today’s story about Jesus “learning” something, of Jesus 

being forced to look at himself and make change. He was human, he was part of his 

culture and his time, and he realised he had to do some re-thinking. And then went on 

from there with a new self-understanding, and a new understanding of his ministry. 

And he invites us to join him in open, inclusive, loving ministry with all we meet. 

This is what we are called to, as people who claim Jesus as mentor, leader, and 

teacher. We are called to be open, inclusive, loving, and not afraid to confront hatred 

and prejudice, with love. 

Systemic racism does not end at rallies, or even with legislation. It will take solidarity 

and action in our workplaces and neighbourhoods, and especially in our churches.       

I am committing that wherever I am will be a racism-free zone. And I ask you to call me 

on it when I trip, because I will. We all do sometimes, because racism is systemic as 

well as personal, and we all live within systemic racism. And we will always be 

recovering from that.  

But systemic, persistent change through the action of individuals taking a stand 

together does make a difference. Will you join me? 

 

i  “White Privilege: Unpacking the Invisible Knapsack,” Peggy McIntosh. This essay is excerpted from Working Paper 189. 

"White Privilege and Male Privilege: A Personal Account of Coming To See Correspondences through Work in Women's 
Studies" (1988), by Peggy McIntosh, Wellesley College Center for Research on Women, Wellesley MA 02181 The 
working paper contains a longer list of privileges. This excerpted essay is reprinted from the Winter 1990 issue of 

Independent School. Accessed on August 14, 2020 at https://www.racialequitytools.org/resourcefiles/mcintosh.pdf. 
ii “How Does Implicit Bias Influence Behavior? Explanations and Impacts of Unconscious Bias,” Kendra Cherry. Medically 

reviewed by Steven Gans, MD. Updated on August 10, 2020. Accessed on August 14, 2020 at 
https://www.verywellmind.com/implicit-bias-overview-4178401. 
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