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‘The Canaamte Problem

By JAMES TREAT.

One important theme in the story of

the Ameéricas has been what 'some
have ‘called *‘the” Indian - Problem:*

From: the perspective of the European

immigrant society, “the Indian’ Prob-
lem" refers to the moral dilemma cre-
ated by the very existence of Native
Americans, a: dilemma which ‘has so-
cial, political,’ cthical and theological
‘dimensions:

Life might ‘have been simpler for

- ‘America’simmigranis if; as one popu-

Jar myth goes, this continent had been
avast'and empty wilderness waiting to
‘be settled, or if Native Americans had
finally succumbed to cénturies of war-
fare nnd!disease. . ‘

Yet: Native Americans-were living
here long before ‘1492, “and we -have
survived - down' to the  preseni’ day,
This suppressed but undeniable reality
credtes quite;a problem: for those;who
would ‘like ‘to celcbrate 'Christopher
Columbus;as the patron’saint of ithe

y New World:

“Interestingly enough, it was Colum-
bus:himself who stggested the first:of-
ficial'solution to the Indian’:Problem,
and; he, did-sa/on the very day:that he

and his crew were discovered on:a Ca- ©
ribbean:beach. On Oct. 12, 14925 Co- -
" lumbus ‘wrote i’ his log “that the

gracious. pecple:who welcomed him to
their island “‘ought to.make good and,
skilled ‘servants.” ‘Five hundred years
later,, the Columbus ‘Quincentenary
marks. an’ important’turning point in
the history ofithe Americas: In 1992,
you and’T are |earning to' reject the
Eurocentiric perspective and to devel-
op A mare inciusive,.a more compas-
sionate, a more honest understanding
of our world, ;one which. respects the
multicultural:reality. of American -his-
tory and society: :

I-believe that we can: learn some-

. thing about how 10 dojthis:by. rea!izmg
“{hat Jesus,-in'his. own place and time,

had a Canaanite Problem.” As a Tew
living in: Palestine. "UOO years-ago, he
viewed ‘Conaanites dn° much lim same
way. that mon=Indians todny view. Na-
tive Americans.

But bc.f'on. we look more. closely. at:
the sfory in Matthew, we:need to; con-

sider some events that took place long.

befare Jesusiwas born. Our:Old Testa-
meny ruading is Judges :1:22-32 “As
you know:. in the five 'beoks of the
Pentateuch we ¢an find the account of
the Exodus, the hbcratmn of the peo-
ple of Israel, andin Joshua we can,
read:aboul'the conguest of Canaan, the
Promised Land. In the first.chapter of
Judges. we pet:an-update on’ where
L[nngs stand; a’ kind of “stale ‘of the
union’" report.

Of course, we can read’the Old Tes-
tament from a variety: of perspectives;
if we want 10, 'we' can accept Israel's
version of history and speak in terms
af covenant, exodus and conguest. But
what ‘we're Iearnmg to- do’ in. ‘these
times is to: rercad the test from new
perspectives, to'look at the:Bible
through new eyes. What we find when
we-read: the, Old” Testament from the
underside of history is that words like
invasion, dtsposse‘ssmn and’ slavery
might-be /more accurate “to. describe

what happened to:the:Canaanites who.

were already living'in Palestine ., .

~ Whenwve look'at chaptérs 14 and“15

in the'Gospel of Matthew, we find that
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it's. been ‘a remarkable: petiod;in: Je-
sus’s” life. To:say that Jesus had. a

roughiweekois putting mildly. First he

Iearns that John! the Bapust has been
beheaded, and’ when he. tries'to. find
somé privacy,.5,000 people follow. him
and he's forced ‘to -feed ' them. ~Still
looking for some peace and-quiet, he
resords Ho- walking dcross_ the sea:of
Galilee, only'to have hislifestyle chal
lenged by some Scrbes andPharisees
on the other side. Finally, he:and: his

dlsmples leave for the Mediterranean:

coast, inithe region, Jof Tvre pnd:Sidon.
Whn.n Jésus arrives he's tonfronted:

by a.Canaanite woman:from that area;

whoasks Jesus to perform anract ni‘

" spiritual “healing for her demon-pos-

sessed daughter, Threctimes she
‘pleads avith-him for mercy; three times
Jesusirejects herrequest. - :
Whiit -areswe to make of Ihls siibia-
tion,-where: our lord ‘and savior acls
morelike. .,
the various Bible commentaries; you'll
find- diiferent’ rationalizations for Je=
sus's: seemingly callous -behavior, ‘I
suppose. there are: several possible: ex-
planations.: ‘Maybe' Jesus: was ‘tired,
and he wasjust having an-off day. Or
maybe he was:occupied by sumelhmg
else, and hadisome:more important is
ste on his mind: But maybe he ireally
was: unconcerned ‘about this;woman,
and: didn't- care about':her ‘problems:

Maybe he Saw. her a5 an insignificant

oneof us? If youslook in:
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person; who didn’t deserve his:atten-

-tion. Mayhe he thought of himself asa
~+God-fearing Jew, -andiwanted: nothing ;

to do with some filthy Canaanite pa-
gan. Maybe Jesus was justa plnin- old-
fashioned racist.

I'think it would'be, foollsh to form'
an opinion-about Jesus's character on
the:Basis of thisione brief story. But it
does seemicleartome that in this story
we find Jesuos slrugglmg with: the: Ca-

. ‘naanite problem.:

I'want:io supgest ‘that thls passagein
Matthew:is a foundationaltext:for un-

‘derqtandmg ‘how to:make the next 300

vears: better than:the last E‘ve hundred
have been

This s the only:place in;the New
Testament where ‘vouwll find - the Ca-
naanites mentioned: 1E it aweren’t -for
this story; we might very well:believe,
at-least on.the'basis ofthe Biblical Tec-
ord, that 'the: Canaanites-had’ dissp-
peared by thetime of Jesus. But that’s
not the. case. and now. we, fike Jesus;
must’, gmpplewnh their-presence, just
as ‘non-Indians ‘today. -must acknawl-
edge/the Canaanites-of ‘North- Ameri-
ca. ‘This story!1s also féundational for
those of us who' are stiuggling’ito un-

derstand what it means;to’be both:Na- -
tive: American -and Christian, because-

in it Jesus. affirms’three very impor-
tant things about C’anaamtes Conaan-
ite survival; Canaamte'humnmty, and:
Canaanxtai‘axlh, i

James Treat is 4:PhD candldate at'the Graduate Theolognea[
Union, Berkeley, board member. of Bay: Area Native American
‘Ministry, and a a citizen of Muscogee (Creek) Nation. The fol-

lowing sermon was delivered dunng Lhe 1992 Annual Confer=.

ence Session.

“Several Native Axm:nc.m writers have, dlrecacd my:attention'to thc
Canpanite cxperience,' says Treat, " pumcu[urly Robert Allen Wumar

{“Canaanites, Cowhoys and Indlans

Christianity and: Crisis, Sept./L1;

1989) and: William: E. Baldridge: (responsc to W:;mor in‘the same magazine;

,Mny 28,°1990)."

Let me give'you a‘little background
50 yow'll-understand how our Old Tes-
tament and New Testament readings
fit together, As you know, there were
12 tribes of Israel, and one of them
was the tribe of Asher. In Joshua 19
we.read that the people of. Asher re-
ceived -an allotment. of land on the
Mediterranean: coast, whal is today
southern: Lebanon: 1Fs in this region
that'we find: the' cities of Tyre and: Si-
don; and it's. where Jesus encountered
the Canpanite woman:

In Judges Chapter One we read that
Asher, like the ‘other tribes of Iscael,
invaded the Canaanites® homeland
and’ subjected them. .to ‘murder and

slavery.. Fifleen hundred: years later,

the appearance of a Canaanite person
in’ the Gospel ‘of Matthew shows us
that, in spite of these threats to their
very existence;. God chose to spare
some of the Canaanites, and they sur-

vived down ‘lo.Jesus's. time. And so
ithis'storyaffirms .Canaanite survival

simply by the very: mention of the Ca-
naamte woman. The New Testament
is sifent about first-century Canaanites
but for this passage.

But there's silence-on; another level

that we have to deal'with, and there's

another way . in. which: this' text is
unique in the New Testament. I
haven't been able 0" find’ any other
gospel passage where Jesus's initial re-
sponse to someone ‘who: approaches
him:is silence.

:Lats of people ask Jesus for the kind

:of ‘help; the Canaanite | Woman. wants

when ‘she i cries ont *'Lord, Son of Da-
vid,“have mercy on:mel-My daughter.
is suft‘cnng temb]y from . demon-pos-
session,” ‘Butithis.is'the only instance
where it ‘can be said, !Jesus did not
answer aswaord;™ Jesus finds: himself
face to'face with-the Canaanite prub—
lem, and he has'no response. He won’t
evenacknowledge her existence;
His!disciplesdenow hnw to handle it,
though,.and:they rally to'his defense, I
can almost hear them: whining: “Send
ticr away, for she-keeps crying out af-
terus.”-Jesus hears his disciples’ com-
plaint:and so he‘provides them with
theological rationale” for ignonng her
request:- 'L was ssent only to-the lost
sheep:of Israel," he'says. Yes, I can see

‘that the. Ganagnite woman exists, but

she’s excluded from my ministry.
There's no room-for herin-myiview of
things:

Butithis s all the encouragement the
Cuanaanite ' woman nceds (o press her
case further. She kneels before:Jesus
and says “Lord; help me!” His nextre-
sponselis'one of:thie'cruelest things we
have ever heard' Jesus say; It is not
right to-take the children’s bread and
{oss it'to their dogs.” Tn other words,
yes, you exist, perhaps you're not-ex-
cluded, but you most certainly.are in=
ferior ta God!s:children, God’s
favorites; God’s chosen peop]e

The Canaanite woman’s persistence
inthis:situation - makes. us:realize that
she’s not satisfied'with mere existence,
and. so this story poes beyond affirm-
ing Canaanile'sucvival. The Canaanite
woman discovers-that she :must also
defend her humanity, ‘her d:gmr.y asa
humadn being.- |

As we look at-Jesus'sthree responses
to her pers:stent request; we 'sée him
devclop a.growing-appreciation for the
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Cest me'nl tells us

finite woman

Target 2000

- One of United: | Methndlsms leadmg
expcﬁ.s in worship: and, liturgy 'will be -

coming o California-Nevada this Fall'ta

‘help gmde clergy and ity through the
dcﬂommahon s new.Book ol'Worshxp

Huyr L Hickman, Worship: Sﬂrvlccs

Editor for the'new boolk;, will be a fea- -
. tured: speaker at Targel 2000, 5ched-

uled now for St. Mark’s’ UMC i

Sacramento; Oct. 9 10!

‘ Target 2000 is aseries: of confer- |
encewide gathermgs to help local
churches wnth their worship.needs. Pam:-
cla Abbey; chair of the conference. Com-

mitiec on Worship and: Devotional Life; -

said’ the ‘focus  of this' year's sessions

ivould be on liturgy — with o special em-.

;existent:” l
'I‘hc Cannamtc woman asl:r:cl “for

; pham ‘on the new! Bnbk of Wol:sha[i Fien i
~Among.the pmpnscd worl».shupq are-
tm:mmg for lay persons:in leading de-

'Jubueé

womin believed:that hicr. nugﬁtér had.
=.prob1c-.m whlch Was'§

seemed: strange mi‘ermr. or even ‘non-

Wil v ‘help usitell
the true story of the. Amcrmﬂs, 50

“children don’t have to Erow. up'fh:nk— P
. iing ' that” Columbus ‘was 2~ hero f :
4 ‘--,Craznyurse awllam? : .

votions’and publxc readmg ‘ofscrip-
ea]mg serﬂces and use.of

b wmmumun‘ mu51c, psnlter and Te- 3

SPOnSes,
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_relationship, so. that our
i Zhave -4 good! educntjon
jac o

treatics andita: honor! Lha fadnral trust'

lli'l(:thls nalllon s museums, so that
1

avaxlab!e in the dmmg hnl!s

More. thzm 1400 arcrnow reglstercd' e

4 far Jubileg '92, " co-chair ‘Bill Faught -~
“has nnnnunc_ed The \mrlcshups and

wors]ups ofithe event-will:begin on:the

“icampus of, Humbaldt. Stale Unwemity‘_— !

in Arcata, Au
*On campus h usmg 5 sb.l]

‘ability, reglstmhuns and’ request_r. far

mlab]e,L = H
- he!said! [“Suhject to. continuing avail-

hips for
‘-Scssmns»at amp Sﬂver Spur, a_cccrd-
-ing to director’ Gary PDpe-Sca.rs One
5 for ‘the ‘church’ whmh-_
““not having : sent’ youth to' ¢
- bration for the past three yca:s sends -
Zthe preatest number of youth.” The
othcr schu!arsh:p 15 i‘or the churchw

sahularshm

accounmb]e to n.Spect ‘the

ij;
! will see that othet! peuplm
; 1rcspectthetr mandlgmty &
vhnlestor)',{, Wil i ‘thedese
[y .

£ dead Indians who are already,

on by Aug: 3." "
] erscms staymg uﬁ' i

medls ma} be purchasad 11‘-- b
. about,“HEraes and:SHEraes of the Bi-

which; have rmstcd smcc long before-

1492, so that our children will realize’
3 _lhnr.Godluved thmram.cstors tno? i

You and I areliving in‘a perplc:ung

:zmd dt nEerous time. It may take o mir-
'jaL'l_e I

e wounds that divi
to follow the
y ite-woman, a

lcsa Natwe Arnencans,. B bc[u:vmg
that: mlrnculousheaimg is indeed:pos-

-sible. Let this be our hope -and our:
C Dm)'er

Copynglﬂ 1 99 Jaimm-?f’rmt

"rw]nch “h:mng sent youth lasr yenr.
shows: the gredlest. increase 1n the

number attending.”

" Camp C‘e]ebratmn 15 Eor youth en-
tenng ‘Grades 9°13. Featured this year
is' Mary Ann. Smnsan, who will share

ble,” ‘based: on her Soon- Lu—be—pub-

‘ _J1shcdbnok.
Colliver Lectures

Edicio. dela’ Torres isia paet, artist,
tt::xcher, theologian: and saciologist, and
national chaplain to.the Federation of
Free Farmers and'the IChi Rho! ng Phili-
pings, a Catholic) youth 'organization.

He is also the speaker at the: anmnal Col-
" liver lectures, scheduled at the Universi-
Ly of the Pacﬂ' ¢ for: Oct. i 8-20 ;

Wul }-ou hdp us< h!.il] tht. relxgmus
J -dmsmns n: our: communities by ag--
,_;an\‘lcdgmg ‘the i'mth experiences



