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Moving the Fence 
 OT Reading: Isaiah 56:1-8 
  Gospel: Matt. 15:21-28 
Proper 15 

 The words of Isaiah which we heard today are addressed to the children of 
Israel on their return from exile in Babylon.  God calls them to maintain justice 
and do what is right.  For the returning exiles, justice might seem to point to 
restoration of their freedom or God working on their behalf.  After all, they were 
God’s chosen people, and they knew - or thought they knew - who was in and 
who was out.  For them there was only one way of being faithful, one way of 
being clean, one way of worshipping. 

 But God has a surprise in store for them.  Isaiah tells the exiles that they 
are to open the door to any and all who “join themselves to the Lord”, including 
eunuchs, who had been excluded under Mosaic law (Deut. 23:1-7), and 
foreigners.  For those who thought they knew all the rules, this is a new 
challenge, a new situation.   They had always had a tradition of welcoming 
strangers, but this instruction goes beyond mere caring.  God’s temple is no 
longer to be an exclusive clubhouse, but a house of prayer for all people.  Any 
one who faithfully keeps the Sabbath, who seeks justice and righteousness, 
anyone who loves the Lord and ministers in his name is to be accepted into the 
community.  This is what now defines a right relationship with God.   

 In the Gospel story Jesus also finds himself in a new situation.  He has left 
the familiar territory of Galilee and travelled to what could be called a red light 
district on the borders of Palestine, a place where the unclean and socially 
unaccepted live.  We aren’t told why he has ventured into what was considered 
enemy territory.  Perhaps he was hoping for a quiet time to rest and recharge his 
batteries.  If so, like Isaiah’s audience before him, he’s in for a surprise.  Almost as 
soon as he arrives, a noisy, Canaanite woman crosses the boundaries of gender, 
tribe, and religion to ask for help for her suffering daughter.  This story is for me, 
one of the best proofs that the Gospels are true records of events in the life of 
Jesus.  It’s not the kind of story that anyone would have made up, for it shows 
him displaying his full humanity.  He’s irritable, harsh and downright rude, as he 
refuses to help the woman not once, but twice.  We may be shocked, but for 
those around him he was simply adhering to the conventional religious teaching 
of his day.  Canaanites were not part of God’s household.  They were not of the 
faith, not clean and to be avoided at all costs.  However, this woman is not going 
to take no for an answer.  She insists that her daughter is also worthy of Jesus’ 
compassion and makes clear her conviction that God can do what she asks.  In 
the end she does what no one else in any of the Gospels does: she takes Jesus on 
in an argument, and wins.  He recognises her great faith and heals her daughter. 

 This is the stuff of which history is made.  You can just imagine the light 
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bulb flashing above Jesus’ head as he comes to a new understanding of who he 
is.  He is no longer a Jewish Messiah called only to the lost sheep of Israel.  He is 
God’s chosen redeemer of the world, the whole world: Jews and Gentiles, men 
and women, slave and free.  

 Through this woman’s faith, Jesus discovers that God’s purpose for him is 
larger than he had imagined, that the boundaries he had drawn about himself 
must be widened to include this woman and her people, and who knows who 
else.  He needs a new vision – a vision large enough to see the whole world with 
wonder, awe, respect and care.  As his eyes are opened to the needs of the 
world, he opens his arms wider and wider to contain more and more, until finally 
they are nailed open on the cross.      

 One of the tragedies of recent years has been the way in which members 
of one faith or tradition have drawn boundaries to keep out those whom they 
feel are not pure enough, not right believing enough, not traditional enough, not 
progressive enough.  Just as Jesus was tempted to draw a line between himself 
and the Canaanite woman, we are also tempted to apply numerous qualifying 
clauses to our view of God’s people.  But over the last few months many hearts 
and minds have been opened, as God has drawn us to new awareness and new 
possibilities. 

   Coronavirus has brought much hardship and suffering, but we have also 
seen a number of blessings:  The environment has improved, and the pace of life 
has slowed down, providing more time for reading, gardening, family, and God.  
Neighbours and communities have reached out to help the most vulnerable, and 
while church buildings have been locked, online services, often with new and 
experimental formats have been accessed far and wide.  Boundaries between 
regular Sunday worshippers and “others” have thinned, widened and in some 
cases disappeared as the previously shy or reluctant are finding new 
opportunities to engage with God and his Word. 

 There is a World War II story of four American soldiers who fought in the 
Ardennes.  One of them was killed in the fighting, and the other three felt they 
couldn’t leave his body, uncertain when it might be recovered. So they 
approached a priest in a French village and asked if he would bury their friend. 
The priest was friendly, but firmly said that the churchyard was consecrated 
ground, only for baptized Christians. He asked the soldiers whether their friend 
was a baptized Christian.  They were fairly sure that he was not, so the priest 
told them that while he could not bury the soldier in the churchyard, they 
could bury him just outside the fence. At the end of the war, the three 
surviving friends found themselves in a convoy near that French village, and 
they decided to stop and pay their respects to their friend. They found the 
church and went to where they remembered burying him, but were unable to 
find the grave. They sought out the priest. “Yes, I remember you,” he said. 
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“After you left to go back to the fighting, I started thinking and praying about 
what I had told you; and it seemed so wrong, so hard.  I couldn’t change where 
he was buried, so I did the next best thing. I moved the fence.” 

 God is calling us to move, or eliminate the fence – to love, to listen and to 
learn.  Our faith should never set us apart from others, but should open up the 
possibility of engaging with those with whom we may feel we have little in 
common.  In doing so we may be surprised to discover that together we have 
opened up a mutual path to holiness and salvation. 

Amen 

 Martha Taft Golden 
St Mary’s Holmbury 

16th August, 2020 
  

 

 


