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The Eleventh Sunday after Pentecost—Proper 15—Year A 
Genesis 45:1-15 
Psalm 133 
Romans 11:1-2a, 29-32 
Matthew 15:(10-20), 21-28 
 
Settle in—this is one of those Sundays when the Lord has laid some things on my heart. Last 
Sunday, I was drawn in two directions—the Joseph saga caught my eye, but Jesus walking 
through that stormy sea was what we needed.   
 
So, I want to start today by circling back to Joseph because his story continues this morning. 
Last week, in the portion of the lectionary that we got, Joseph appeared quite the victim. He was 
just going out to find his brothers tending their flocks to see how they were doing, and it 
was his father, Jacob, who had sent him on this errand. Next thing we know, his brothers 
have thrown their dreaming brother down into a cistern—in lieu of murdering him, mind 
you—and then, they decide to sell him into slavery to some Ishmaelites headed down to 
Egypt. Poor Joseph. What did he do to deserve all of this? 
 
Well, there were some verses omitted last week, and in those verses we get some rather 
important details. We learn that Joseph was Jacob’s favorite child because he was the child of 
his old age—that’s hard to swallow for the other eleven—and that favoritism was exemplified in 
the long robe with sleeves that his father made for him. We learn that Joseph had these 
dreams where eleven stalks of grain bowed down to his stalk of grain and where the sun 
and the moon and eleven stars were bowing down to him, and he would tell these dreams to 
his brothers and his father. Joseph felt quite superior over his brothers, and even quite superior 
over his father and mother; Joseph felt quite privileged with his robe with long sleeves. It’s 
interesting that our lectionary omits these parts about Joseph’s privilege. Just saying. 
 
And Joseph’s brothers were quite jealous. Hence, the desire to kill him; hence, the desire to 
throw him into the cistern; hence, the desire to sell him into slavery. Did Joseph deserve this 
kind of treatment? No, nobody deserves to be sold into slavery, but it sure illuminates where the 
brothers’ anger was coming from because they, too, were sons of Jacob, and they, too, were 
deserving of a beautiful robe with long sleeves. 
 
But here’s what got to me last Sunday. I had never reflected on this story in light of Joseph’s 
privilege and how that privilege separated him from his brothers. Nobody likes to be told, “I’m 
superior to you; you need to bow down to me”—especially when you share a common 
humanity, a common kinship. And it’s not good for Joseph; in fact, it’s quite lonely for Joseph. 
Feeling superior doesn’t take you very far when life throws something at you and you need your 
brother or sister. 
 
There is a very important detail I’d never zeroed in on before when his brothers throw him into 
the cistern—they strip him of his robe. Joseph had that privilege stripped from him. And while 
it may not have been deserved, and it was painful as all get out, this may have been a necessary 
step in Joseph’s transformation. He is stripped of that robe of privilege and sold into slavery. 
Joseph is thrown into solidarity with all those who have no rights, who have no say over their 
future, no possibility of determining their life’s course. He will be taken, against his will, down 
into Egypt. There, his gifts of administration will be recognized, only to have that status stripped 
away. He, that Hebrew, will be falsely accused by his master’s wife, and he will land, 
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undeservedly, in prison for years. Eventually, he will be released because he has a gift for 
interpreting dreams, and the Pharoah’s got a doozey of dream that he can’t figure out.  
 
But Joseph is a changed man through this sojourn into slavery and prison—no longer does he 
interpret dreams through the lens of his privilege and superiority; now, he sees everything 
through the lens of service to the people around him, even the people who have enslaved him and 
unjustly imprisoned him. Joseph is a changed man. Being stripped of his privilege, standing in 
solidarity with the unjustly accused and imprisoned, opened up the heart space to recognize his 
kinship with all of humanity, especially with those who hold no power or privilege. And he got so 
transformed that he could even offer himself in service to the most powerful man in Egypt—
that’s transformation of the deepest sort.  
 
It will be Joseph who sees what’s coming in the famine that will destroy all that has 
sustained Egypt; it will be Joseph who will help them organize, and do the legwork now that 
will help them to survive that difficult time; and in the end, it will be Joseph’s actions that 
will save his own family. As a transformed man, Joseph will reconcile with his brothers who 
threw him into that cistern, and will be able to say, “You meant this for evil, but God meant 
it for good.” Joseph understood that he had to lose that privilege to become the person God 
was calling him to be; Joseph had to shed that privilege to rejoin his brothers and embrace his 
common humanity where the only status is Beloved of God, made in God’s image, breathing 
God’s breath. 
 
This privilege stuff is hard. You know who else struggles with this privilege stuff? Jesus. Yep, 
Jesus. 
 
In this morning’s gospel, after being so clear about the blindness of the Pharisees and how they 
got so fixated on the finer points of the law that they missed the big, big deal that it’s not 
whether or not you eat with unwashed hands, it’s not what goes into the mouth that defiles 
a person, but it’s what comes out of the mouth that defiles because that proceeds from the 
heart—after being so clear about all of that, after calling the Pharisees on their blindness to 
their privilege as stewards of the law, Jesus drops back into his own tribal privilege.  
 
Jesus went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon, Gentile territory, territory of “the 
other,” and there a Canaanite woman came out and started shouting, “Have mercy on me, 
Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.” But he did not answer her at 
all. His disciples urged him, “Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us.” [Jesus] 
answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel; the house of the Chosen 
People.”  
 
But nothing can help a mama find her fierce courage like a tormented child. But [that woman] 
came and knelt before him, saying, “Lord, help me.” And he answered, our Lord and 
Savior answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” In his 
privilege as an Israelite, Jesus couldn’t see a woman and her child in desperate need. In fact, 
Jesus couldn’t see that woman as human being, a child of God, at all. In his privilege, Jesus 
only saw her as a dog. 
 
Privilege strips us of our capacity to see our common humanity, our kinship with one another; it 
strips us of our capacity to see one another as Beloved children of God. And even Jesus 
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struggled with it. Even Jesus fell into the trap of delineating who was deserving of God’s healing 
help, and who was not. 
 
And thank God, thank God for that brave, brave woman who just stood her sacred ground. She 
didn’t start shouting at Jesus, “Shame on you! Shame on you!” She just held her sacred ground, 
stayed in her deep sense of the Divine Presence that lived within her, and with fierce 
determination she replied, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their 
masters’ table.” That woman’s Presence, and her capacity to hold Jesus accountable, opened 
up the space where he had to wrestle with the tragic gap between his professed values about the 
God of healing and love that he preached and his demeaning words and actions toward this 
human being right in front of him. Her standing her sacred ground allowed him find his way back 
to his sacred ground. Her unwavering Presence allowed him to breathe that expansive Presence 
back into his heart and soul, and that opened the ears of his heart, and he heard her. Her heard 
her story; he heard her need; he heard her desperate cry; he heard her humanity. Then Jesus 
answered her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.” And her 
daughter was healed instantly. 
 
Our country is coming apart at the seams. And it’s way too tempting right now to place distance 
between ourselves and the white nationalists who descended upon Charlottesville last Saturday. 
“We’re not like that. That’s not us,” we want to say. But white supremacy is woven into the 
fabric of this country. It’s in the threads of slavery and ownership of human beings as property 
and the systematic taking of land from native peoples woven together with economic power and 
wealth on the loom of dehumanization that is necessary to pull off such an enterprise. And until 
we confront that story in all its dimensions, and the Church’s checkered history in both 
supporting this worldview, as well as in challenging it, until we understand this story is our 
story, we will stay destructively stuck. We have got to come to terms with how our privilege is 
keeping us apart. We have got to come to terms with how our privilege is spiritually deforming 
us.  
 
I want to share with you our seminarian Anna Shine’s facebook post this week, and I do so with 
her permission: 

August 13th 
My heart hurts tonight. I haven't been able to wrap my mind around the events in 
Charlottesville. As a dual citizen of Germany and the United States it pains me to 
know that Nazism is still this alive and well. I am not surprised. Just greatly 
saddened. Because of that heritage, I have grown up wary of mob mentality. I 
have always felt afraid of seeing American flags in my churches because of how 
easily one can forget that the kingdom of God extends beyond national borders 
and ties. And how easily a national church can become complicit in the evils of a 
nation. But I am also afraid of the danger of this explicit bigotry, racism, and 
anti-semitism that might lead other white people like me to become complacent to 
our own racism. This overt display might make it easy to say, "but I'm not like 
that." Or "I'm a good white person." But the truth is, I may not believe in a nazi or 
white supremacist world view, but I benefit from the systems that have been put in 
place that privileges my skin color above all others. I am complicit in this system 
from the very privilege I gain from it. And I cannot allow terrorist actions to 
excuse me from the work I need to do not just to stand up to those who commit 
those acts, but also to continue to educate myself and wake myself up to the ways 
in which I myself am racist so that I can continue to strive towards justice and 
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equality for all. My baptismal vows require that I do that work. And with God's 
help, I will continue to do so. 

 
You know who helped to shape Anna to see the world this way and to understand the absolute 
demands of our baptismal vows? You did; along with her family, this St. Luke’s community 
helped Anna hone her spiritual sight. 
 
I heard a really simple definition of privilege in a Brené Brown video that she posted this week 
reflecting on Charlottesville. She said, “Privilege, when it comes to race, is about unearned 
rights. Unearned privilege is what we get that we have not earned…Privilege is not about how 
hard you work; Privilege is about unearned access and authority.” 
 
Here are some of the unearned rights that have accrued to me just because my skin is white: 

• The fact that, in the 1960’s, my parents, who had very little money, could leverage 
personal relationships to get a mortgage on favorable terms and move to a neighborhood 
that enabled me to go to good school, at the very same time that federal housing policy, 
governmental policy, was redlining areas of maps that were predominantly African-
American, refusing to insure mortgages, and labeling investment in these neighborhoods 
as risky. Unable to get loans, contract sellers moved in, buying up houses, scaring whites 
out of the neighborhoods by telling them blacks were moving in, then these contract 
sellers resold the homes to African-Americans at a mark-up and then held the deed until 
the contract was paid in full, denying the chance to build equity. One missed payment 
could cause forfeiture of the home and the down payment. Contract sellers used all sorts 
of tricks to recapture the home and resell it to another family, all the while denying the 
chance to build wealth. My family did not go through that; my family had the chance to 
build wealth through owning our home. 

 
More unearned rights: 

• The fact that when I go shopping, I’m never followed with the assumption that I might 
steal something.  

• The fact that Jim and I have never had to have “the talk” with our son about all the ways 
he needs to act if he is ever stopped by the police.  

• I heard a phrase at Wild Goose that keeps haunting me—“If you’re not getting hit by 
some rocks, you’re not standing close enough.” Privilege is being able to decide how 
close I’m going to stand. 

And here are some unearned rights that come to me because of my religious identity: 
• The fact that our congregation is not having to have conversations about security the way 

that our Jewish brothers and sisters a mile and a half away are having to have.  
• The fact that, as a woman, I can wear a religious symbol of my faith openly without 

being called a terrorist—my Muslim sister who wears a headscarf can’t do that. 
 
It is hard to wrestle with these realities. It is painful to have people hold us accountable when 
we are blind to our privilege. I’m guessing that when Jesus really allowed himself to feel that 
woman’s need and his kinship to her, it broke his heart, but he sat with that dissonance—in 
that naked, exposed moment when his own shame could have engulfed him, he didn’t get 
defensive, he didn’t play the blame game—he just allowed that pain to break his heart open and 
enlarge it; he allowed that Canaanite woman, that woman who was so “other,” Jesus allowed 
her to perform spiritual open heart surgery on him. And in the course of that healing encounter, 
Jesus got healed as well. 
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We have so much work ahead of us. It’s hard and painful work. Such soul work always is. But 
Joseph had to do this work, and it changed his life, and it saved his family, and it saved the 
country that had become his home. Jesus had to do this work, and it changed his whole sense of 
mission; it enlarged his vision to see that God’s love needed to extend to everyone, not just his 
tribe. But most importantly, for Joseph and Jesus, in facing their privilege, in allowing their 
hearts to break, their hearts broke open, and when our hearts break open, all that pent up love 
can finally flow. 
 
These are never journeys we ask for—they are often journeys thrust upon us, more like that call 
that comes that we don’t want to hear. And I suppose we could choose not to take this journey 
laid before us now, but I sense that the energy it will now take to avoid this work will be 
unbearably costly. This is a matter of our souls—if we want to be reconciled with our 
brothers, as Joseph did, if we want to heal and be healed as Jesus did and was, we will 
follow them into this wilderness.  
 
And as we feel our way along this path, we’re going to have to trust with every fiber of our 
being, that, in this work, we will find the healing our hearts are longing for, and through this 
healing, our beloved country will be set free from the demon that is tormenting our soul. 
Amen. 
 
 
 
The Rev. Cynthia K. R. Banks  
St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Boone, NC 
August 20, 2017 
 


