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 I do not base my address today on one particular reading, but 

rather on the theme running through all of them, which is a thunderous 

affirmation of life. It leapt out at me while I was reading that moving 

passage wherein Joseph reveals himself to his brothers; where they and 

the reader might expect anger and revenge, instead, Joseph hastens to 

reassure them, for he has come to understand the purpose of his life, 

even after all the dreadful things which have happened to him: “Do not be 

distressed or angry at yourselves because you sold me here; for God sent 

me before you to preserve life.” “To preserve life,” and he goes on to 

punctuate his retelling of his years in Egypt with variations on that theme, 

to preserve life. The psalm appointed for today echoes this positive 

affirmation of life, which is identified as the chief blessing from God: “The 

Lord ordained his blessing: [which is] life for evermore.” Paul in Romans 

affirms as well: “God has not rejected his people . . . for the gifts  . . . of 

God are irrevocable.” 

 In the gospel story of “the Uppity Woman,” as some 

commentators—usually male—call her, this theme is furthered, for the 

woman uses her wit to elicit from Jesus the blessing of the all-embracing 

God. This Gentile woman’s faith moves Jesus to heal a Gentile and thereby 

demonstrate that God’s grace and love are for all people. When I read this 

passage I was at first disturbed by the imagery of God’s blessing likened 

to crumbs tossed to dogs, but with a bit of research and imagination it’s 

possible to hear the play of wit, even humour, in the exchange. “Dog” was 

a common epithet used by the Israelites to refer to the Gentiles, so the 
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woman playfully turns the phrase around to win Jesus’ attention and his 

approval. The same story told in Mark’s gospel specifically comments that 

Jesus likes what she says: “For saying that, you may go; your daughter is 

healed.” I imagine smiles of compassion between Jesus and this clever 

woman as they affirm their mutual humanity. This Gospel story is 

fascinating, for it seems that someone teaches Jesus about the all-

embracing love of God, and that someone is a Gentile, and, moreover, a 

woman. Not so surprising, some of you will say. It is the first confession in 

Matthew’s gospel of Jesus as Lord. In a chronology of the events of 

Jesus’ life, the incident comes before he tells that wonderful parable 

about another outsider—the Good Samaritan. This woman’s wisdom 

moves Jesus to heal a Gentile out of compassion and thereby 

demonstrate that God’s grace and love are for all people. 

 The theme of affirmation running through today’s readings echo 

throughout scripture, most succinctly summed up in Deuteronomy: “I 

have set before you life and death, says the Lord; therefore choose life.” 

However, collectively, our world doesn’t choose very wisely; worldwide, 

we seem to have chosen the way of domination, destruction and death. I 

need not itemize the examples, surely, for they are displayed nightly on 

the television. People dying in hunger, poverty, disease and war; the 

environment and species of plant and animal life destroyed for profit and 

progress. As you might be familiar, life on this planet is best thought of in 

terms of 80/20: 80% of the worlds’ wealth is controlled by 20% of the 

world’s people; 80% of world trade is accounted for by 20% of the 

countries; 80% of the poor live in a fifth of the countries; 80% of land 

area is barren and only 20% is inhabited. I’d like to think that those 

statistics have improved since Jesus’ time in Galilee, when the peasantry 
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made up over 90% of the population and was kept at subsistence level, 

taxed and exploited by the small ruling elite which made up 1 or 2% of 

the population. However, a recent article placed our current world figures 

closer to 83/17—not much of an improvement in 2000 years. Recently 

Forbes magazine reported that there are 575 billionaires in our world 

today who control 2.2 trillion dollars and who could hire 20% of mankind 

for an entire year. 

 The verse from Joseph rather neatly establishes the conflict which 

mankind in every generation encounters: “Do not be distressed or angry 

at yourselves because you sold me here; for God sent me before you to 

preserve life.” Note the contrast: “You sold me here” vs “to preserve 

life.” Buying and selling, “getting and spending, we lay waste our powers,” 

human greed enslaving and exploiting much of humanity—people are still 

in our world bought and sold into various forms of slavery, human lives 

are deemed expendable; whereas the way of God seeks compassion and 

justice, the preservation of all life, not its extinction. 

 Throughout all the scriptures, the prophetic voice, from the OT 

prophets to the book of Revelation, challenges God’s people to counter 

the prevailing dominating, destructive culture with love, mercy and 

justice. The current kingdom is constantly contrasted with God’s kin-dom; 

we are called to choose, we are called to help usher in God’s kingdom on 

earth. And the theme is as relevant today as it was 2000, or 2500 years 

ago. If the church were to challenge such destructive social attitudes, we 

would be crucified. We certainly have ample evidence of intimidation, even 

death squads, in regimes which eliminate dissent, voices of compassion 

calling for justice, voices that affirm life. Albert Camus once wrote, “If 
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there is a sin against life, it lies perhaps less in despairing of it, than in . . . 

evading the implacable grandeur of the one we have.” 

 “The implacable grandeur of the [life] we have”: such a spiritual 

affirmation was modeled for us by Jesus himself, as he set himself against 

the conventional culture of his day. At the heart of our being we must 

“choose life”; from such a spiritual centre, Jesus challenged the leaders of 

his day, and he challenges us still to follow his way. It’s a way or a path 

that leads beyond conventional values of what is real, of what life is 

about, of what’s good and what’s bad, of what’s worth pursuing, beyond 

any conventional wisdom about how we should live our lives. The wisdom 

of Jesus, indeed of all scripture, leads beyond such conventions. Jesus 

himself said that it’s a narrow way, as contrasted with the broad way of 

secular social values. The central positive focus of the alternative wisdom 

of Jesus is a radical centering in God, not in culture, not in tradition, not 

in convention, but in the Divine. It is dying to an old way of being and 

being born into a new way of being, every moment of every day. It is 

being born into an identity in God, in the Spirit, an identity in Christ.  

 From the sure and certain knowledge that “God so loved the world 

that he gave . . .  everlasting life,” we can affirm our own lives and the life 

of the world around us; from that central joy we can lead lives filled with 

spiritual meaning and significance; from the divine affirmation of life we 

can challenge the social order around us to abandon its destructive, 

dominating way, what Jesus calls “the land of the dead,” and to choose 

life. 

 


