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“Leading Toward Diversity”
Matthew 15:21-28; Isaiah 56:1-8
Denver Presbytery Assembly Worship

I.

This morning, 
I feel very honored 

to share the word of God with my Presbyterian colleagues and friends.

Since the theme of the Assembly is “Leading in Diversity”

and the Mosaic diversity workgroup agreed 

to focus on the racial and ethnic diversity in worship,

I chose the New Testament lesson from Matthew.

As you know, 
Paul the Apostle is explicit 

to deal with the issue of racial diversity in his letters 
since his audiences are racially diverse communities.  

However, Matthew’s audience is racially homogenous, 

a Jewish Christian community,

and his gospel subversively reminds his audience

that God’s salvation story in Christ has been formed 

beyond racial boundaries
and that in that story, 
many people different in race have been invited 
to play a role.  
The story of a Canaanite woman in Chapter 15 

is a surprising reminder of this. 
Since the story is familiar to us, 

 I would like to act it out with you
 rather than reading it by myself.

Please stand up and close your eyes;

imagine that you are walking on a street of the Gentile region 
near Judea in the first century.
  There is a Canaanite woman following Jesus in the crowd.
Can you see her face?

Can you hear what she says?

Now, please open your eyes and see the bulletin.  

The congregation’s part you will play 
is the role of the Canaanite woman, 
and I will do the rest of the characters in the story.

Please feel free to use gestures:
One:  Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon.
Congregation: Just then a Canaanite woman from that region came out and started shouting:

“Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.”

One:  But [Jesus] did not answer her at all.   And his disciples came and urged him, saying, “Send her away for she keeps shouting after us.”  [Jesus] answered [his disciples], “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”

Congregation: But she came and knelt before him, saying, “Lord, help me.”  

One: Jesus answered [her], “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”

Congregation: She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.”

One: Then, Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your faith!  Let it be done for you as you wish.”

All: And her daughter was healed instantly.   

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 

One: This is the Word of God for the People of God!

All: Thanks be to God! 

II.

(You may be seated.)

Thank you so much for playing the Canaanite woman’s role.
All of you were great.

 . . .  .

“Aha, I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel . .  . .”
“It’s not fair to take the Children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”
Well, we know Jesus is a good guy. 

But, in the story, don’t you feel 

he sounds like a man of racial prejudice?
This reminds me of one of my DMin students’ dissertation 
that I reviewed this summer.  

She is serving a Lutheran church in Texas,

the members of which are 100% Norwegian immigrant descendants. 

Her role as their pastor is expected to be very Norwegian;

She is supposed to help her congregation 
continue their traditional religious and cultural practices 
as a way to live life as Norwegian Lutherans in the U.S.
In her dissertation, however,

she raised such a crucial question as: 

“ 
Has God called my congregation to be pure, authentic Norwegian Christians, 
whatever that means,

or to be inclusive by opening itself to other racial people?” 

. . . . 

I think two thousand years ago, 

The Evangelist Matthew also raised that kind of question: 

“Should my church continue to struggle to keep its Jewish identity 
by narrowing down its ministry to Jewish people?
Or, should we open to other racial people 
living in the multiracial society of the Greco-Roman world?”
And Matthew knows his congregation’s immediate answer to his question

and takes a risk by putting its answer to Jesus’ lips: 
“I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. . . .”
Perhaps my Lutheran student’s congregation in Texas 
would agree on this answer, 

saying,
“Absolutely! Why bother us?  

There are a variety of ethnic churches available for others-- 
Asian American churches, 
Latino American churches, 
African American churches, etcetera, etcetera . . . .”

This response reminds me of a student in my class 
who serves a rural church in northeast Colorado.
He shared his feelings about people of other races and ethnicities like this:

“My church has been a white middle class community for over fifty years,

but these days almost every Sunday 

Mexican migrant workers visit my church.  

But I am very uncomfortable with them

because I don’t know how to minister to them;

I don’t know their language, their culture, or their life-style.  

Above all, I am 58-years old, 

and I don’t want to go beyond my comfort zone in my ministry.”
. .  .
I also remember a Korean friend of mine 

who has lived in the U.S. for several decades.

He said, 

once he and his family visited a European American church near their house.

His two teenage boys were fascinated by the live contemporary music of the band.

But after the service, no one came to greet them.

Next Sunday, they tried that church again for the boys.

But again, no one even said “hi” to them.

On the following Sunday, 

his older son said,

“Dad, we don’t have to go to that church again.  

They don’t like us.”

. .  .
I also heard an American who married a Korean woman, saying, 

“I have gone to a Korean American church with my wife for 10 years.  

However, whenever I attend the church,  

I feel I am invisible.  

They use Korean only, eat Korean food only, and talk with Koreans only.

Some of them are kind to me,
but treat me as a permanent guest 
rather than as their family member of the church.”    

Like these, 

many churches in the U.S. are racially segregated  

either to stay in their comfort zone, 
or due to conscious or unconscious racial prejudices,

or to preserve their racial and cultural identity as a minority group.

For them, it is definitely unfair 
“to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”
III.

However,  

Matthew does not end his story here.  

Instead, he has the Canaanite woman talk back to Jesus.  
Regardless of his biased words, 

she is persistent to her request to him to extend his grace

to her and her demon-possessed daughter, 

saying,  
“Yes, Lord.  Yet, even the dogs eat the crumbs 
that fall from their masters’ table.”
“Yes, Lord.  Yet, my daughter and I also deserve to eat the food 

that comes from not your children’s table but from God’s table.”   

Then, Jesus, moved by her reply, admires her faith 

and extends the grace of healing to her daughter.

. . .. 
If you read the Gospel of Matthew more carefully, 

You would learn that 

the story of the Canaanite woman is 

a turning point of Jesus’ ministry. 

  That is, the rest of the chapter shows that 

Jesus’ ministry has changed its direction 

beyond his racial and ethnic boundary toward the Gentile believers:

In the following verses of the chapter, 

he heals many sick people who have followed him 

from the Gentile region

and feeds four thousand men plus women and children

who are non-Jews.

Yes, the Canaanite woman could receive the grace of God;
yet, Jesus could get a new vision for his ministry.  

How masterful Matthew’s literary skill is!

Through the story, 
Matthew tells his racially homogenous community that

“Like Jesus, we are good guys,

faithful Jews, 
a chosen people, 
descendants of King David.

But, like Jesus our Lord, 
we are challenged to reconsider our identity and ministry

from God’s point of view.”
Hearing the story, 
I am sure, 

Matthew’s community was challenged;

we are challenged.  

And I hope 

the Norwegian American church in Texas 

and churches in Colorado and other parts of the U.S. are challenged, too.

IV.

If Jesus had been challenged and changed the direction of his ministry, 

Our church that was also challenged

is supposed to change the direction of its ministry.  

How, then?

You know, 

Matthew ends his Gospel with Jesus’ great commission that 

“Go therefore and make disciples of all nations . . . .

I am with you always, to the end of the age” (28:19-20).

 People often think that 

in order to fulfill this commission, 

Christian churches should send away missionaries to foreign countries.  

But, through the story of the Canaanite woman, 

Matthew tells his community  
that their church,

located in the multiracial and multicultural environment,

should be the first place of making “disciples of all nations,”
and be a prototype of this global ministry

by sharing the grace of God 

with others from all nations.
. . . .

About three weeks ago, 

my Norwegian Lutheran student in Texas had 

the oral examination of her dissertation.
At that time, one examiner asked her a question, 

“If you think you and your congregation were called 

to minister beyond your own racial people,

 how can you lead your church in that direction?” 

To this question, she replied that 

she was still struggling with that issue.
Perhaps, she might need another six years 
to give us a satisfactory answer 
by learning from the practice of many creative ministerial strategies.

But, since her dissertation committee did not want to hold her so long, 

we passed her, 

and now her name is listed in the summer graduates of 2012.    

. . . . 
Interestingly,

Matthew does not propose to his church 
a list of long-term and short-term strategies  
to make his church a global community of faith.

Instead, he does just one thing, that is,  
to let a Gentile woman
who visited his community

 challenge his congregation:

“Yes, Lord, yet, even the dogs eat the crumbs 

that fall from their masters’ table.”
Who is she?

She is an extremely marginalized person, 

the stranger of the strangers to Matthew’s community:

Her racial profile doesn’t match that of the majority of his congregation;

her gender draws people to look down on her;

obviously she is not in a socially respected position;

perhaps, she is a single parent;
perhaps, as a Canaanite, she spoke to Jesus with a strong accent.

. . . .
Do you find a person with this kind of personal profile 
among your congregants?

I see some of you nodding your head.  

How, then, can their challenging voices be heard?

I am curious how your church has listened 
to their desperate cries from the margins
to become a healing community for them?

I also saw some of you shaking your head in answer to my question.

Maybe, your congregation is racially and socially homogeneous 

like Matthew’s church.  

Then, without the Canaanite woman,
who can challenge your church?
Hmmm . . . 

If we don’t have the Canaanite woman in our congregation,

who can play the Canaanite woman’s role 

for our church?
Regarding this question, 

I would like to remind you that 

you were invited to play the Canaanite woman’s role
for the performance of the New Testament Lesson.

Can you play this role again and again,
not just for scripture reading, 
but for transforming your congregation

through worship, preaching, pastoral care, Bible study, and praying?

V.

I think it is not easy for most of us 
to represent the voice of the Canaanite woman to the church
because, in addition to that she is very different from us,
our congregations may be resistant to hearing her;

they may not want to change their racial demographics
since that requires them to give up benefits and privileges 

that they have enjoyed as a homogenous group. 

How about us—clergy and lay leaders?  

Do we want to transform the identity of our churches 

into that of a racially and socially diverse community?

If you hesitate to lead your church in that direction, 

I understand that.

In fact, 
church development strategists advise pastors to keep racial homogeneity 

if they want to grow their churches.  

Moreover, 
the Bible shows how controversial the issue of racial diversity is.

 Some passages in Ezra, Nehemiah and others 

sternly instruct the community to exclude racially different people
and even reckon them as enemies.

Acts 15 and Galatians 2 witness to divisions and schisms
caused by racial diversity 
within the early Christian church.
Why, then, should we go through such hardships?
However, 

some prophetic oracles, like Isaiah 56:1-8, 
anticipate the reign of God,
in which racially and sexually marginalized people are welcome 
to participate in temple worship,
because the temple should not be a place of preserving 
traditional rituals and cultural practices, 

but it should be a holy place, 
“a house of prayer for all peoples.”
What Paul and Matthew hoped for their churches 

was also to become an inclusive community of faith,
“a house of prayer for all peoples,”

in which people diverse in race and ethnicity come 

and joyfully participate in worship 

and foretaste the fullness of life 

with the risen Christ in the reign of God.
VI. 
If we and our congregations really want to move 
in this direction, 

I think it is really a serious challenge.
Matthew also knows how serious it is. 
He is not a starry-eyed dreamer 
who thinks that human differences do not matter.
Rather, he is a man of faith who believes that 

the identity of the Christian church is given
by the redeeming work of Christ,
through which God has called people 
to strive for the kingdom of God,

like a tiny, little mustard seed 
that has miraculously grown to become a tree, 

so that many kinds of birds of the air come and make nests 

in its branches (13:31-32). 
To the tiny little mustard seed becoming a tree, 
there would be many barriers.

But, Matthew believes that 

they can be overcome by our faithful acts 

and by the help of the Holy Spirit.
How, then, about us?

I really hope we have the same faith as Matthew and act faithfully.

Our faithful acts include
listening attentively to the voice of the Canaanite woman 
within and beyond our communities,

and creating space at the Lord’s table

to share the grace of God in Christ Jesus with others 
in humility.
Then, we can see more clearly 
what the Spirit of God is doing in our communities 

 to make disciples of all nations
“to the end of the age.”
[As soon as I finish the last sentence, organ or piano music (“Spirit,” PH #319) comes on for a moment of reflection.  Near the end of the instrumental music, I request the congregation to stand and sing the verses.]
Please, stand and let us sing together: . . . 

Amen.
