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8.16.2026 Pentecost 12                                    Pastor Timothy McKenzie 
Isaiah 56:1, 6-8; Matthew 15:21-28 

“A house of prayer for all people” 
Grace to you, and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. Amen. 
  Have you ever experienced being a foreigner and being encountered by someone in 
another language or culture? This is essentially what is happening in today’s gospel.  

Jesus traveled directly north from Gennesaret in Galilee into the district of Tyre and Sidon 
and into a foreign land, into the Roman province of Syria. Jesus became a foreigner in a 
foreign land, a Jew among Greek speaking people. Encountered by a Canaanite woman in 
need, Jesus drew out of her a confession of faith in the God of Israel. 
  Why did Jesus cross the border into a foreign land? Perhaps he sought distance and quiet 
away from Galilee to strengthen himself for the journey to Jerusalem and the cross. This 
journey must have been on his mind because five paragraphs later, Jesus told his disciples he 
must go to Jerusalem, suffer death, and be raised on the third day. For this reason perhaps, 
Jesus traveled north into a foreign land where the crowds would not follow him.  

Yet as soon as he arrived, he was recognized by a Canaanite woman who called out to 
him, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.” Yet 
Jesus was silent and “did not answer her at all.” He looked upon her and gave her time to 
think. In this way, Jesus also searches our hearts in silence before he responds to us.  

The woman was persistent and the disciples becoming impatient urged Jesus to send her 
away. So, Jesus finally spoke. He spoke the truth of the matter – that there was spiritual 
distance between them – he was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel. Suddenly, her posture 
changed; she knelt before Jesus, saying, “Lord, help me.” Yet Jesus again pushed back, 
saying, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”  

It is never polite to refer to someone as a dog. However, the word Jesus used in Greek is 
“kunarion,” a diminutive form meaning “puppy.” Hence, her quick reply that even the 
puppies receive the crumbs from the master’s table. The Canaanite woman wasn’t arguing 
about Jesus’ being sent first to the lost sheep of Israel; rather, she needed to confess her faith 
in the God who cares even for gentiles – for foreigners. 

Jesus’ test of patient silence and direct language had drawn out of her a response of faith 
in the God of Israel. Perhaps you have had the experience of someone who spoke the truth 
about you, helping you with new insight into yourself, your gifts, and your faith in God. Call 
upon Jesus. He will come to you.  

Shortly after Mari and I were newly married, I had just been sent to my first call, a two-
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point parish in southern Japan where I was pastor of two churches, a larger urban church and 
a smaller country church. Our local conference published a monthly devotional, and I was 
asked to write a couple of meditations each month. I remember having my poor Japanese 
proofread by the caretaker at the smaller Asa Church, a retired man wise in years. After a 
couple of months, Mr. Nakashima broke his silence and said, “McKenzie-sensei, pausing as 
if he was preparing me for an expensive bill, “You use the pronoun “I” far too much. 
Everyone one knows you wrote these words. It’s not about you; it’s about God’s power alive 
in you. Can you stay out of the way as you write God’s word?” And so, I learned to write in 
Japanese without the personal pronoun “I.”  

As Jesus had met the Canaanite woman in her foreignness, Mr. Nakashima met me in 
mine – not to insult or belittle me but to draw out of me a new language of faith where God 
would work through me and my foreignness. 

Jesus moved the Canaanite woman beyond her own ethnic and cultural obstacles to 
express her faith in God, indeed in Jesus, in a new way. Perhaps someone has been direct 
with you to try to help you grow in faith; to help you use the gifts you have been given in 
new ways for God. 

There is a Japanese word, a Buddhist theological term, “shakubuku” (折伏), meaning to 
break through and overcome another’s mistaken thinking with new insight into the divine 
reality within them. Just as Mr. Nakashima got through to me, Jesus broke through and 
moved this woman to a new place of faith. Jesus speaks to us through others, who help open 
our eyes to the God who dwells within us. 

I have no doubt that the woman went away a changed person. Jesus hadn’t simply healed 
her daughter; she went away knowing that God hears the prayers of all who call upon him – 
even foreign gentiles. The truth about us, from the perspective of today’s readings, is we are 
all gentiles and foreigners. We have all been grafted onto the root of Israel by faith in the 
God gathers us into, as Isaiah says, “a house of prayer for all peoples.” 

Perhaps the best name I have ever heard for a church belongs to a Lutheran church in 
Hong Kong named, “Church of All Nations.” I worshipped at this church during a semester 
abroad in college and never forgot the name. This is what Isaiah is describing today: a God 
who welcomes all nations and peoples – everyone who calls upon God’s name. This is our 
mission at St. Mark’s – we are a house of prayer for all peoples.   

In an era increasingly filled with xenophobic, nationalist, and racist rhetoric, both in this 
nation and around the world, we are to be a house of prayer for all nations and peoples. We 
witness to the God who crosses all borders and cultural divides with the promise that “All 
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who call upon the name of the Lord will be saved” (Joel 2:32, Acts 2:21, Rom. 10:13). This 
is who we are as St. Mark’s: a house of prayer for all peoples – all nations, ethnicities, 
genders, identities and abilities, gay and straight – a place where all who believe, love, and 
call upon the Lord will know welcome, healing and hope. This story of Jesus crossing a great 
distance is repeated every day. Call upon Jesus. He will visit you in your need. 

I am convinced that Jesus visited that small Japanese church where I was pastor on my 
very first Sunday there. That day after worship, someone called me out of the welcome 
luncheon to the front door of the church where I was met by an outcast, a poor man dressed 
in rags. In a small town where no one was homeless and everyone knew everyone – no one 
had ever seen him before. We gave him food and some money and he left. I followed him to 
wave goodbye, but when I reached the street, he had absolutely vanished from view in either 
direction along a road the stretches toward the sea and in the opposite direction toward the 
mountains. I never saw him again. Call upon him. He will visit you in your need. 

Jesus crosses great distance to meet you where you are because the greatest divides and 
distances are those that exist within you, separating you from God and others. 

Today, in a bit of bread and wine, Jesus heals our every ill. Do you have a faith that is 
satisfied with the crumbs from his table? 

This is our ministry – we are gathering the outcasts and foreigners of every nation into a 
house of prayer for all peoples.  

Jesus meets you with forgiveness and healing – so others might meet him in you.  
Amen. 


