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I want to start with some general questions – and they are –  

How often does scripture make your feel uncomfortable?  

Which bits of scripture and why? 

For instance, the Lord being on the side of the Israelites in battle, and supposedly rejoicing at the 

slaughter of thousands of foreigners. That certainly makes me uncomfortable. The Lord being on the 

side of the Israelites – especially concerned with their well-being, their histories, their future. That 

also makes me uncomfortable. Now, I can find ways of making it sit within my wider theological 

understanding: God chose a representative people from whom salvation for all the world would 

come. He was with them in order to be with all.   

But then, Jesus, whose words rarely make me shift in my seat, comes out with the line about giving 

food to the dogs, in our Bible reading today from Matthew. That brings me to a whole new level of 

uncomfortable. Is Jesus referring to a whole ethnic group as dogs? It leads me to ask all sorts of 

questions, like did Jesus really say that, has there been a mistake somewhere in the re-telling, in the 

copying? What on earth is going on. 

Jesus says: ‘I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel’. And yet, in a few moments he says: ‘woman, 

you have great faith. Your request is granted’. 

Let’s remind ourselves of that request – healing for her daughter who is undergoing great suffering. 

An urgent, important request, one that any self-respecting Vicar would find it hard to ignore. Yet, 

despite the protestations of his disciples Jesus attends to the Canaanite woman and in so doing is 

changed. She challenges him with her faith to see that his understanding of his own ministry is too 

narrow. Ah, maybe that’s why it’s in our Scripture. 

In our Old Testament reading, the context of the story is that the Pharaoh attends to Joseph, a 

foreigner, and in so doing saves his people from starvation. 

The context to our reading from Romans is that St Paul attends to Jesus Christ and finds that God is 

merciful to all peoples and nations.  

Shifts in our personal viewpoints and understanding are usually hard won and painful. We don’t tend 

to let go of our biases or assumptions without a fight. St Paul battles with an enormous sense of grief 

for his own people – ‘I have great sorrow and unceasing anguish in my heart’ says Paul’- for his 

kindred, for his own people (Romans 9.2). ‘I am an Israelite’ he declares and yet despite this identity he 

finds himself undone and transformed by an encounter with the Risen Christ. It leads him to be the 

leading prophet to the Gentiles, guiding new communities into faith and growth.  

Who we are and how we define ourselves are at the core of contemporary accounts of personal 

freedom; today’s people are self-defining and self-actualising. Identity is at the core of the Christian 

Gospel too – but as these various Scriptural texts alert us to this Sunday- Christian identity isn’t 

based on where you are from, your town, your people, your skin colour, your history – but on 

whether you have faith in Jesus Christ: ‘In Christ there is no longer Jew or Greek, slave or free, male 

or female’ (Gal 3.28). 

And this I believe is very good news, good news for people today who can become crippled by the 

need to self-create, self-define, be true to one’s self, and so on. There is something about Christian 

identity which claims a givenness to our personal identities. There are limitations to who and what 
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we are, limitations that are not meant to restrict us but to enable us not to be overwhelmed by 

choice, fluidity, instability. 

When we are baptized into Christ Jesus, the other competing identities which we are given or 

choose become less important and yet more important too. Yes I am gay, or yes I am divorced, or 

yes I am a father, or yes I am from Essex, but more importantly, much more importantly my identity 

is now in Christ. For it is in Christ that we can become all that God intended us to be, as the 

particular, special, personal, unique and blessed people that we are. For our identities are always in 

flux, time itself changes who we are, our roles, our experiences, our bodies, are all subject to 

change.  

Joseph was a brother – and yet for many years, sold into slavery by those brothers, he was exiled. 

Making good of his situation, he trusted in God and remained hopeful. Yet, the pain and suffering he 

endured being cut off from his family and his brothers is so movingly told in our story: ‘And he 

wept so loudly that the Egyptians heard him, and Pharaoh’s household heard about it.’ In the mercy 

he shows his family, Joseph mediates God’s forgiveness and reconciliation. In being merciful Joseph is 

able to take his place once again within his family, restoring his brotherly relationships, taking away 

their shame and guilt. Perhaps that is because Joseph was able to interpret his experiences within the 

framework of his faith and trust in a loving God. A God who did not leave him, despite the fact that 

he was cut off from his family and his homeland. Joseph’s identity changed but God’s identity did not. 

And perhaps that is the gift that faith gives to believers – through the changes and chances of this 

fleeting world, God remains unchanging. And so in Christ we are always the same today, yesterday 

and tomorrow.  

Imagine someone who develops dementia and their personality changes, does that mean they are no 

longer themselves? No, our baptismal identity does not change and even more the community of 

Christ who has known us and loved us, reminds us of who and what we were. It resists seeing us 

just as we are at this one time, but recalls who we have been and will always be, our identities 

rooted and grounded in Christ.  

So, when scripture makes you uncomfortable, don’t dodge it, but pursue the thought. What might 

that experience be encouraging you to see, how might your discomfort lead you to a new insight, a 

new understanding of God? 


