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The epitaph on the grave of Albert Camus, who won the Nobel Prize for 

Literature in 1957, reads: 

"Here I understand what they call glory: the right to love without limits." 

In our scripture reading this morning we see two people who love without limits. 

And yet neither of them seems very glorious. One is a tired itinerant preacher named 

Jesus. The other is a single mother who we are not given the most basic piece of 

information – her name. But interestingly for the times we are living in, she is identified 

by her race: Canaanite.  

The Canaanites were the people from whom the ancestors of the Jews took their 

land. The dialogue that takes place between them does not appear very loving, at least 

not at first. In fact, this is actually one of my favorite pericopes in scripture, because it 

potentially portrays Jesus in such an unflattering light. Not because I have some strange 

desire to knock Jesus off the literal and figurative throne, but because this is such a rich 

and counter-intuitive understanding of Jesus.   

As their dialogue proceeds, we see each of them breaking through our perceived 

limits of love. The woman begins by shouting, "Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; 

my daughter is tormented by a demon." We do not exactly know what this means. We 

do know that it is not something that people typically shout in Jesus’ time or today.  

I do not know if you have ever had a child who had a problem. I am not talking 

about a broken arm or the chicken pox. I am talking about one of those problems that 



[2] 
 

keeps you up at night and makes you worry what you will say to your friends and family. 

An issue that carries a stigma like mental health problem or behavioral problem or 

addiction. You know, the kind of problem that makes neighbors whisper about you when 

they walk by your home. 

If you have, you know something about the limits this woman's love had to break 

through to shout this at Jesus. You know how, first, you have to love your child enough 

to admit to yourself that something is not right. You have to quit saying to yourself, "This 

is something they’ll grow out of. This is just a stage they’re going through."  

The next limitation this mother's love had to break through was her belief that she 

could handle whatever was wrong herself. Trust me, I know, a parent's love and a 

parent's wisdom can work a lot of miracles. I have seen it and I have experienced it. 

That is the way most parents do most of their parenting. It must be gut-wrenching for a 

parent to admit that they cannot do for their children what they need.  

On top of that, there are some things that it is okay for kids to have wrong with 

them and there are other things that are not all right. People talk and laugh loudly about 

the pool they have paid for in their child’s orthodontist’s backyard or the price of the 

piano lessons. But I have only ever heard parents talk about the AA meetings or suicide 

attempts in the privacy of my office or their home.  

It takes a lot of love to ask for help, doesn’t it? It means breaking down the limits 

pride puts on love. That is what this woman did. She swallowed her pride, cleared her 

throat and started shouting so that everyone could hear perhaps the darkest secret she 

had: "Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon." 

This woman comes to Jesus with a problem. Her daughter needs healing. This is not 
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unusual. The gospel gives the impression that people came to Jesus all day long with 

similar problems, but Matthew says, "[Jesus] did not answer her at all." 

If you have ever asked someone for help, you can imagine how devastating this 

silence must have been. 

I read once about the administrator of a large mental health clinic that employed 

many counselors who described what he called the BYMF factor. A BYMF is a Beautiful 

Young Male or Female. He noted that whenever an attractive-looking young adult 

entered the clinic, the receptionist immediately gave that person attention and was more 

detailed in giving directions. The intake person also tended to see the attractive young 

adult more promptly and appeared to give more thought about an appropriate match-up 

with a counselor. Elderly people, people who were not attractive, people who were 

obviously poor, or who were of a minority race got considerably less attention, were 

more likely to wait longer at the receptionist's desk, had a more perfunctory intake 

interview and often had to wait longer to get an appointment with a counselor. All of this 

happened in a place where people were committed to accepting everyone impartially 

and unconditionally. They would swear up and down that everyone got equal treatment 

regardless of race, creed, color, class, gender, or age. However, if you have ever been 

or are now of the wrong race, color, class, gender or age, you know that you get treated 

differently and you are ignored more than people who are younger, whiter, have 

straighter teeth, are wealthier or are male. 

This scripture shows a very human side of Jesus. Some scholars suggest that 

Jesus was deliberately testing the woman's faith. Other commentators ask us to hear 

the humor in the voices of both Jesus and the woman when he says to her, "It is not fair 
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to take the children's food and throw it to the dogs," and she replies: "Yes, Lord, yet 

even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters' table." Jesus was only joking, 

they say, and the woman "got it" and joined in the repartee. 

Either theory is possible. We certainly do not want a prejudiced Jesus, do we? Or 

do we? Don't prejudiced people need a savior, too? The fact is everybody has prejudice 

at some level. Surely the recent riots and work on anti-racism has either taught or 

reminded all of us of that.   

Perhaps the humanity of Jesus is showing through in its most vulnerable way. 

Perhaps Jesus had to push through his own limitations in order to love people exactly 

as they are.  

This idea of Jesus being fully human and fully divine is known as the hypostatic 

union. It is the theology used to describe the union of Christ's humanity and divinity in 

one individual existence. Centuries ago, we Christians decided that we must live with a 

logical contradiction when we talk about Jesus. Jesus was completely divine, and he 

was completely human. Kierkegaard called it “the ultimate paradox.” 

I once overheard a conversation between a mother and her six-year-old son. The 

six-year-old had recently been blessed with a new baby brother. One day, as his mother 

was working in the kitchen, she picked up his little brother and held him close to her. I 

guess, even at his advanced age the six-year-old was a little jealous, so he asked his 

mother a hypothetical question: "Mommy, could you pick me up?" At first she dismissed 

it by saying, "You're too big to pick up," but then she said something that surprised me, 

"but I could pick you up if your life depended on it." Well, now this was a new thought! 

So, he decided to push it to its logical conclusion: "Could you pick up Daddy if his life 
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depended on it?" Now his father was 6'2" and his mother was only 5'4" but she said, 

"Yes, if his life depended on it, I could, and I would pick him up." The little boy seemed 

to be deeply reassured. He was loved with a love that would do the impossible if called 

upon. 

The Canaanite woman decided to believe in a love that would do the impossible 

to save her daughter. She decided to believe in a love that would cross all barriers. Part 

of the reason she believed in that kind of love is because she loved with that kind of 

love.  

Perhaps there is no challenge and no gift greater than the glory of loving without 

limits.  

 
 


