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Journeying through the Revised Common Lectionary 
Readings, Commentary, and Discussion Questions for August 20, 2017 

Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost Proper 15 
 

THE READINGS 
 
First Reading: Genesis 45:1-15 Alternate: Isaiah 56 1, 6-8 

1 Then Joseph could no longer control himself before all those who stood by him, 
and he cried out, “Send everyone away from me.”  

So no one stayed with him when Joseph made himself known to his brothers. 2 And 
he wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard it, and the household of Pharaoh heard it. 3 

Joseph said to his brothers, “I am Joseph. Is my father still alive?”  
But his brothers could not answer him, so dismayed were they at his presence. 
4 Then Joseph said to his brothers, “Come closer to me.”  
And they came closer.  
He said, “I am your brother, Joseph, whom you sold into Egypt. 5 And now do not be 

distressed, or angry with yourselves, because you sold me here; for God sent me before you 
to preserve life. 6 For the famine has been in the land these two years; and there are five 
more years in which there will be neither plowing nor harvest. 7 God sent me before you to 
preserve for you a remnant on earth, and to keep alive for you many survivors. 8 So it was 
not you who sent me here, but God; he has made me a father to Pharaoh, and lord of all his 
house and ruler over all the land of Egypt. 9 Hurry and go up to my father and say to him, 
‘Thus says your son Joseph, God has made me lord of all Egypt; come down to me, do not 
delay. 10 You shall settle in the land of Goshen, and you shall be near me, you and your 
children and your children's children, as well as your flocks, your herds, and all that you 
have. 11 I will provide for you there -- since there are five more years of famine to come – so 
that you and your household, and all that you have, will not come to poverty.’  

12 “And now your eyes and the eyes of my brother Benjamin see that it is my own 
mouth that speaks to you. 13 You must tell my father how greatly I am honored in Egypt, and 
all that you have seen. Hurry and bring my father down here.”  

14 Then he fell upon his brother Benjamin's neck and wept, while Benjamin wept 
upon his neck. 15 And he kissed all his brothers and wept upon them; and after that his 
brothers talked with him. 

Worth Noting: It is notoriously difficult to forgive siblings or any family members really. How can 
you forgive those who do not or, for a multitude of reasons, cannot express remorse? How do you deal 
with the memory of a hurt? 

 
Psalm 133 Alternate Psalm 67 
1 How very good and pleasant it is  

when kindred live together in unity!  
2 It is like the precious oil on the head,  

running down upon the beard,  
on the beard of Aaron,  
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running down over the collar of his robes.  
3 It is like the dew of Hermon,  

which falls on the mountains of Zion.  
For there the LORD ordained his blessing,  

life for evermore.  

Worth Noting: This is usually classified as a Psalm of Ascent, for pilgrims on their journey to 
Jerusalem. In due course, the pilgrims realize they are family, bound together in their covenant with 
the LORD. Does your community sing together? Why? How do you incorporate the voices of new 
members, in music and other ministries, into your community?  

 
Second Reading: Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32 

1 I ask, then, has God rejected his people? By no means! I myself am an Israelite, a 
descendant of Abraham, a member of the tribe of Benjamin. 2 God has not rejected his 
people whom he foreknew. . .. 29 for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable. 30 Just as 
you were once disobedient to God but have now received mercy because of their 
disobedience, 31 so they have now been disobedient in order that, by the mercy shown to 
you, they too may now receive mercy. 32 For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that 
he may be merciful to all.  

Worth Noting: For Paul and Joseph, God’s ways may be inscrutable but always they point towards 
abundant life (see the first reading, especially verses 5-8). Even when we believe that, however, we still 
find it necessary sometimes to defend or explain away what seems like God’s irrational behavior. 
Paul sees the refusal of the majority of Jews to acknowledge Jesus of Nazareth as Messiah/Christ as 
part of God’s plan for the redemption of the Gentiles and neither a matter of concern nor a cause for 
embarrassment. Paul says: No need to apologize for God’s ways! Can you recall defending God and 
God’s ways to others? How did that go? 

 
Gospel: Matthew 15: [10-20] 21-28 

[10 Then he [Jesus] called the crowd to him and said to them, “Listen and understand: 
11 it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but it is what comes out of the 
mouth that defiles.”  

12 Then the disciples approached and said to him, “Do you know that the Pharisees 
took offense when they heard what you said?”  

13 He answered, “Every plant that my heavenly Father has not planted will be 
uprooted. 14 Let them alone; they are blind guides of the blind. And if one blind person 
guides another, both will fall into a pit.”  

15 But Peter said to him, “Explain this parable to us.”  

16 Then he said, “Are you also still without understanding? 17 Do you not see that 
whatever goes into the mouth enters the stomach, and goes out into the sewer? 18 But what 
comes out of the mouth proceeds from the heart, and this is what defiles. 19 For out of the 
heart come evil intentions, murder, adultery, fornication, theft, false witness, slander. 20 These 
are what defile a person, but to eat with unwashed hands does not defile.”] 

 21 Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 22 Just then a 
Canaanite woman from that region came out and started shouting, “Have mercy on me, 
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Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.”  

23 But he did not answer her at all. And his disciples came and urged him, saying, 
“Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us.”  

24 He answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  

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

26 He answered, “It is not fair to take the children's food and throw it to the dogs.”  

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

28 Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as 
you wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly. 

Worth Noting: Miracles are signs of God’s continued involvement in the work of the world. The 
Canaanite mother petitioned urgently and received a miracle. How should we pray when finding 
ourselves in the midst of dire circumstances: Should we pray for what we want or pray “thy will be 
done”? 

 
CONNECTING WITH THE SCRIPTURES 

Entering into the Scriptures 
Careful readers of the New Testament are struck by the apparent inconsistency in 

two sayings by Jesus Matthew’s Gospel. In the Sermon on the Mount, Jesus says “Do not 
think that I have come to abolish the law or the prophets; I have come not to abolish but to 
fulfill.  For truly I tell you, until heaven and earth pass away, not one letter, not one stroke of 
a letter, will pass from the law until all is accomplished” (Matthew 5:17-18). In the extended 
Gospel reading, Jesus apparently contradicts this by denying the application of the purity 
Laws when he says “it is not what goes into the mouth that defiles a person, but it is what 
comes out of the mouth that defiles” (Matthew 15:11). Denying the importance of the laws 
of kashrut that define the clean (kosher) and unclean foods denied one of the principal 
identity markers for first century Jews. In the first century, to be a Jew was to keep kosher. 
How, then, could Jesus say both that the Law must be maintained and that it was 
unimportant? 

There are several ways to look at the apparent inconsistency. One way to think about 
begins by noting that the dialogue with the Pharisees occurs immediately before the story of 
the Canaanite woman. Was the dialogue meant to be understood as a reference to the later 
debate in the early Church on whether Gentiles must keep the ritual and purity 
commandments in the Law? Perhaps. In this case, however, the first readers would have 
understood that the dialogue with the Pharisees was a “set-piece,” designed not to remember 
an actual encounter Jesus had but a dialogue like those written by Plato, one constructed 
years after the fact, making an important teaching point, but not necessarily grounded 
historically. The inconsistency arose not because of anything that Jesus actually said but from 
a need to put into Jesus’ mouth the teachings and practices of a later Church. 

Another way to look at it. Some reason that in Matthew 15 Jesus pointed out that 
that only the stomach becomes defiled with impure food, but something that comes from 
the heart comes from the whole person – body, mind, will, and emotions. More than the 
digestive tract, the whole person is defiled by speech. In this explanation, Jesus may not have 
been denying the full Mosaic Law but prioritizing the laws of charity over the laws of kashrut 
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and, by extension, other ritual laws. Such prioritization was endorsed by many first century 
Jews just as it is today.  

A third way requires us to add some context to Jesus’ statement. Matthew 15 opens 
with Pharisees questioning why Jesus allows his disciples to eat without washing their hands. 
It gets tricky here. The Pharisees taught if a ritually impure person (and probably 99.5% of 
the people in Galilee including Jesus would have been) touched any food, that food itself 
became ritually impure. Washing hands removed the impurity from the hands and avoided 
soiling the food. This model of impurity transmission was not found in the Torah but was 
“the tradition of the elders.” In his reply, Jesus resisted the Pharisees’ attempt (which was 
ultimately successful) to expand the Law. Read this way, Jesus, the conservative defender of 
the written Law, was taking one side of an intra-Jewish argument on the application of the 
Law. Rather than denying the force of the Law he was defending it. 

 
Donor Fatigue: “I Can’t Do Any More” 

 The story about the Canaanite woman who convinced Jesus to heal her daughter 
demonstrates that Jesus himself extended his ministry outside the house and family of Israel 
to Gentiles. Thus, the mission to the Gentiles (championed a generation later by Paul) finds 
its ground in the mission of Jesus. Most of us are Gentiles – non-Jews – for whom the 
argument of Jews versus Gentiles among Jesus followers is entirely moot. For nearly two 
millennia, Christians have been Gentiles. As a consequence, that teaching, so important to 
Matthew’s community, has lost its bite.  
 Nevertheless, the story does pose a troubling question for our time. Implied in Jesus’ 
argument is that healings given to a foreigner diminished his power to heal his own people. 
While we see Jesus’ deliberate foolishness in that argument, do we use the same argument of 
limited resources when it comes to healing today’s wounds arising from health epidemics, 
poverty, war, racism, and religious intolerance, among other causes? How do we respond to 
pleas for improved funding for education, public health care, treatment for addicts and 
others suffering emotional wounds?  For us, who are the Canaanite women and who are 
their daughters? 

Prompting Conversations 
Many Christians today think of Jesus as a non-violent agitator, constantly bucking the 
Jewish leaders of his day. What if instead we imagine Jesus as very much engaged 
with the Judaism of his day, sometimes even trying to stem the tides of change? How 
would that change the way your communities talk about Jesus? Would it expand or 
constrict your communities’ view of the world? 
 
Jews and Canaanites probably didn’t respect each other very much. Jesus helped the 
Canaanite mother anyway. How does your community reach out to people not like 
themselves? Do you reach out to the “undeserving poor”? 
 
Christians identify as the Body of Christ. Are Christ’s resources really as limited as we 
sometimes imagine? Have you witnessed the miracle of abundance when people join 
together to address a need?    
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