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Tonight's gospel reading has got to be one of my favourites, and I suspect I'm 
not alone.  It's one of those texts that convince us of Jesus' true humanity.  I 
mean, who'd have guessed that Jesus would call someone a dog? Even 
though Jesus used the diminutive, referring to the ‘little' dogs, it's hardly a 
compliment: in fact, the diminutive almost adds condescension to the 
insult. Some commentators suggest that Jesus really didn't intend to insult the 
woman, that he was sparring with her; but that doesn't take away from the 
seeming fact that he initially refused to heal this woman's daughter -- simply 
because she wasn't Jewish.  Other commentators note that the exclusion is 
only temporary: the children are to be fed first, which implies that perhaps the 
outsiders will one day get their turn.  But that can be little consolation for this 
woman and her currently afflicted daughter. 
 
We need to face it: both the saying and the intention behind the saying are 
jarring, shocking and theologically-juicy.  The intention and the saying are 
precisely meant to exclude; and the language used, however you translate it, 
is a religious, if not a racial, slur -- mild or harsh, said dismissively or maybe 
even said gently, a slur nonetheless.But what a response!  I know you're not 
supposed to use the expression chutzpah these days, but if I were Jewish and 
from New York, I'd be forgiven for saying that this woman had real chutzpah.  
Chutzpah to burn: ‘Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children's 
crumbs.' What an amazing retort .Or should I say, ‘Touché'.  She had 
apparently trumped him.  Had it been a debate, the woman's response would 
have been the sort of once-in-a lifetime-debate-clincher that you think of . . . 
hours after the debate had ended.  
She parried and won.  But Jesus, rather than dreaming up another even more 
pointed put-down or some face-saving excuse, tells her instead that her 
daughter had been healed.  And that is amazing too. 
 
Many of you will know that this text can be used to argue for radical 
‘inclusivity' or radical ‘inclusiveness' in the Church.  The argument goes that 
Jesus had to learn that our inherited ways of figuring out who's in and who's 
out must be challenged: indeed, these attitudes can be so ingrained, so 
habitual, so natural a part of being human, that even Jesus had to have his 
mind changed by this woman.Perhaps even more importantly for 
contemporary debates, Jesus' mind was changed precisely by his attending to 
his experience, to his experience of a Syro-Phoenician woman who seemed 
to have had a shockingly stubborn faith -- even though she wasn't supposed 
to have any faith at all.  Jesus might well have presumed that his mission was 
only to Israel, but there was evidently something about this woman -- 
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something that caused him to change his mind, something that caused him to 
hear God's call in a different way, in a (dare-I-say-it?) more-inclusive way.You 
can imagine where all this could lead in terms of our assumptions about who 
should be in and who should be out of the Church -- not to mention our 
contemporary battles in the Anglican Communion.  You can imagine too 
where this leads in terms of appreciating the crucial role of experience, the 
need always and critically to reflect on and understand our experience.  And 
we should feel the powerful challenge of this text, even if it does not, even if it 
cannot, even if it must not automatically lead to any simple  ‘therefores' - the 
simple sort of therefores that cut off debate rather than foster it. 
 
That said, if Jesus heard his Father through this persistent woman, if Jesus 
could have got such important things wrong, couldn't we, couldn't we the 
Church, have got other things, other very important things, similarly wrong?  If 
Jesus was persuaded by this stranger, shouldn't we all be open to being 
persuaded by one another? I’m going to change gears; for this text has an 
important jewel hidden in it.  The jewel is the realisation that we must 
sometimes change our minds on ethical issues because the good keeps 
changing on us.  I know that sounds horrible.  I appreciate that it sounds as 
though I'm going to champion a form of relativism that seems to draw 
everyone's ire these days.  But I'm afraid the good really does change, and 
I'm also afraid that those who cling to what used to be good may end up 
inadvertently hurting themselves and others. 
 
Even though Luke tells us that Jesus grew in wisdom and in favour with God 
(Lk 2.52), the tradition tells us that he remained sinless.   But how could Jesus 
get away with calling someone a dog -- I mean that's got to be a baby sin or a 
venial sin at least!  If you're not sure, try excluding someone from something 
by calling someone a dog, or even just a little dog, and see what reaction you 
get.But there's a way through this: there's an important insight that allows us 
to hang on to Jesus' sinlessness while allowing him to use at least such 
exclusive if not such offensive language.   And the insight is the hidden jewel I 
mentioned before.  The insight is realising that the moral good is not set in 
stone.   The moral good, what I really and truly ought to do -- this changes in 
time, across cultures, within religions, even within a communion of 
autonomous local churches, and not necessarily at the same rate or in the 
same way everywhere. 
 
The thing is, God does not, God cannot, require us to be ahead of ourselves, 
to know what is unknowable, to do the good that is as-yet unimaginable.  
We're not built that way.  And the universe isn't pre-built that way.  We learn in 
time, through centuries, through millennia; we inevitably learn some things the 
hard way, by getting things wrong and realising our mistakes --  just as Jesus 
must have done.  And as we learn, the moral good (what I ought to do) 
actually shifts. 
The perennial challenge is to do our very best to identify and to choose the 
best moral option actually available to us.  But we can't do what we can't 
possibly imagine doing.  That's the key point.  We make all our choices with 
humility, with some very real fear and trembling, as we choose with all the 
limitations that are implied in our being human: we're not omniscient; we're 
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not infinitely wise; we can't foresee the effects of all our decisions; we're 
blinded by emotions and by inherited ways of understanding and 
misunderstanding our world -- yes even by our inherited religious, cultural and 
racial biases.  But God nonetheless wants us to choose as best we can, 
knowing only too well that we'll end up short of the ideal.   That's God's will for 
us.  God has willed us to be fallible (and that's true both before and after a 
primordial Fall).  Being fallible is an inevitable part of being human -- even if 
you're the fully-human Son of God.A few examples may help.  Quite a few 
Roman Catholic ethicists will argue that before we had adequate prisons 
capital punishment might actually have been morally defensible.  Today, 
however, when we have alternative ways of protecting the innocent from 
those who would murder, it is no longer defensible.  Capital punishment might 
truly have been the most reasonable, the most responsible thing to do in the 
past -- it might even have been God's will, if you follow the argument -- but it 
no longer is.  I know that sounds jarring, but it really does follow if we believe 
that we were made less than God, as limited, quite fallible beings.   
 
We are ‘loved' fallible beings, to be sure, but fallible beings nonetheless. 
Another example: it might have been reasonable to treat one's slaves with 
compassion; but once we realised that slavery was wrong, the question then 
became moot.  God no longer requires us to treat our slaves properly.  Now 
we ought not to have slaves at all.Another example, it might have been wrong 
to practise artificial means of birth control when we thought that procreation 
was the primary, overriding aim of marriage; but once we shifted our view of 
marriage, then it was no longer obviously wrong -- for some of us. 
 
A final example: prior to the development of the polio vaccine, there was no 
moral obligation to make it available to anyone.  A new good was yet to 
emerge.  Now a new moral obligation exists.I cite these examples to suggest 
that, before we learn that calling people dogs might not be acceptable, we 
don't have any real moral culpability for doing so.  But once the penny drops, 
then a new moral possibility and a new moral obligation emerges -- one that 
never existed before.  Jesus' actual sinlessness is reflected more in the 
seeming fact that he got it in one, than in an unwarranted presumption that he 
could never have said anything like that. 
 
The key to all these examples is to realise that new moral options emerge -- 
sometimes because we have different structures, sometimes because we 
make new discoveries, sometimes because we understand things differently.  
It has always been that way.  And that's certainly not relativism; no, this is 
simply the realisation that the good, what you and I really ought to do, is 
always concrete.  It must always be do-able.  Some ethical principles may 
remain always  and everywhere the same (like love your neighbour); but the 
concrete good often changes (how actually to love your neighbour).  The good 
changes for us, and it changed for Jesus too.That should not surprise us.  The 
moral good does not pre-exist out there somewhere, waiting to be discovered; 
that's a form of Platonism, I'm afraid.  Rather the concrete good changes as 
new possibilities emerge.  God's expectations change as we change, as our 
world changes.  The real moral challenge is not just to do the eternally 
preordained right thing, but to set up the conditions, the structures, so that 
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new and better things become imaginable, become conceivable, and so 
become do-able.  This is the key to the common good tradition, the justice 
tradition, which was so strong in 20th century Roman Catholic social teaching. 
 
I apologise if this feels like a lecture rather than a sermon, but I think it allows 
us to make some sense of the challenge of the justice theme of this 
conference.  For the real challenge is not to sit back and figure out which 
choices ought to be made in a given situation.  Of course we need to do that.  
But the bigger challenge is to figure out how we change the situation, change 
our structures, change our hearts, so that we all have better choices -- so that 
we desire the Kingdom that can come.  Just think of past elections:  weren't 
there times when you didn't like any of the options?  Weren't you, to a certain 
extent at least, morally incapacitated by the lack of real choice?  The most 
significant moral challenge is to ensure that new moral possibilities 
(sometimes new candidates) emerge.Jesus' encounter with the Syro- 
Phoenician woman changed Jesus' options.  Once Jesus recognised the real 
faith of the Syro-Phoenician woman, his calling her a dog was no longer an 
option.  His horizon changed; his range of options shifted.  A new good 
emerged as a new possibility. 
 
The challenge for all of us Christians is not simply to develop some calculus to 
enable us to choose the right good, but rather to dream of what could be, to 
have our horizons shifted, to have our assumptions undermined by the 
unexpected grace discovered in another person, especially the stranger.  The 
challenge is to be open to the kind of reversals reflected in the Magnificat (the 
guiding text for this conference), where the proud are scattered, the mighty 
put down, the lowly exulted, the hungry filled, and the rich sent empty away. 
 
Most importantly, this is a challenge not just to those with whom we disagree, 
but to ourselves as well.  My prayer for this conference is that we be open to 
encountering the Syro-Phoenician women of this world, to have the humility to 
ponder the grace we unexpectedly and inexplicably discover in others, the 
grace active in those whom we're secretly tempted to call . . .  dogs . . .  or 
even just little dogs.  
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