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Early in her career as a historian, Harvard professor Laurel Thatcher Ulrich published an article entitled “Virtuous Women Found: New England Ministerial Literature, 1668-1735.” It was a typical piece of obscure academic scholarship, a detailed examination of a small group of Puritan funeral sermons – not exactly something you or I would pick up to read every day!
So, Ulrich was truly surprised when a sentence from her paper suddenly started showing up on bumper stickers, t-shirts, buttons, and coffee mugs. Ulrich had ended the paper’s introduction with statement that maybe you’ve seen or heard, “Well-behaved women seldom make history.” 
Now, there is a lot we can debate about in that phrase. Is it a healthy message to send to girls? Does it encourage bad behavior? But, all of that put aside, it is still a phrase that has obviously caught the imaginations of many Americans. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have appeared on all those bumper stickers and t-shirts. So, the question is why? What is it about that sentence that brings out a snicker of recognition and, perhaps, a touch of fear in us?
Like many bumper sticker sayings, I think it touches on some deeper truth. And for those of us who are disciples of Christ, that truth is this. As Christians, men and women alike, we are called to preach good news to the poor, to set the captives free. And if we are going to do that, to move the world closer to the just and peaceful vision of the kingdom of God, we are going to have to take some risks. We can’t always be passive or quiet or well-behaved. Some time in our Christian lives, we will be called to step out of our comfort zones, to speak when we would rather be silent, to be a little rebellious, a little unreasonable. And that is scary, thrilling and hope-filled, but also very scary.
Fortunately, as God-followers, we certainly have plenty of biblical examples to reassure us. There are, after all, an awful lot of unreasonable people in the Bible. Take, for example, the Canaanite woman in today’s scripture reading. As Jesus is headed toward Tyre and Sidon, two mostly Gentile cities, a Canaanite woman approaches him and pleads for him to heal her daughter. Now, she is Canaanite and the Canaanites are the people that the Israelites displaced when they arrived in the Promised Land. So, there is not a lot of love between the people of Canaan and the people of Israel. On top of that, this woman is a Gentile and, as we know, there’s not much love between Jews and Gentiles either.

So, it is not an easy thing for this woman to approach Jesus for help. Imagine how frightening this must be for her. He is a man. He is a teacher. He is a Jew. And he is an Israelite. And yet, she is clearly determined to speak to him. Motivated by her deep love for her child, she steps out of all the social and cultural norms of her time and shouts, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David!” At first, Jesus and the disciples don’t even acknowledge her. Jesus ignores her until the disciples say, “Jesus, this woman is being totally unreasonable. Send her away!” Jesus tries to dismiss her saying, “I am really only here to care for the children, the people of Israel.”

But, she persists. Humbly, courageously, unreasonably, she persists. Now, this is the hard part because Jesus seems to get downright nasty as he finally says to her, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” Dog was a derogatory word used by Jews for Gentiles, so what he is saying is, “It is not fair for me to share God’s gifts to the children of Israel with you, a Gentile. You are not a Jew. You live on the margins. You do not belong.” We’re not used to hearing words like that from Jesus.
Commentators through the centuries have tried to understand why Jesus would speak this way to her. Some say it reflects his own socialization as a Jew. Others suggest perhaps “dog” is meant as a term of endearment. And still others point out that the word is actually in the diminutive, so he really says “puppies” which isn’t so bad.
In the end, we don’t know. What we do know is that our unreasonable Canaanite mother persists as she says “even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table.” Even we, the Gentiles, can learn, be saved, be made whole by the presence of God in you. And suddenly, Jesus changes his mind. I can almost see his face as he breaks into a delighted smile thinking, “Of course, she is right. God’s kingdom. God’s love. God’s justice is for all people. Even those on the margins.” With her courage and her words, the Canaanite woman helps to break open the kingdom of God to her people.
What I find interesting is what Jesus says, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done as you wish.” He knows that it is this woman’s faith – faith in a God who cherishes love and life and wholeness – that gives her the courage to risk approaching Jesus, to risk arguing with him. And so it is with us. As frightening as it can be, when we know that the risks we take are for God’s life-giving purposes, our faith gives us the courage to be “unreasonable.”

Today we celebrate the service and mission of the United Methodist Women, an organization of approximately 800,000 members who, as was said at their recent assembly, understand themselves to be unreasonable! Like the Canaanite woman, the women who have participated in the work of UMW have had a little rebellious streak. 

Since the first meeting of the Women’s Foreign Missionary society in 1869, women from the Methodist and E.U.B. traditions have seen the needs of the poor, the oppressed and the marginalized in this country and around the world and have been determined to help, to be advocates for social justice, even when it meant pushing the limits of women’s social roles.
Through the years, they have opened schools, fought against racism and sexism in the church and society, marched for fair labor laws, begun health clinics for immigrants, addressed issues of domestic violence and alcohol abuse, and so much more.
So, yes, we applaud and celebrate you today, United Methodist Women, your determination to be disciples of Christ, your courage to advocate for justice and love for people in all parts of our society and around the world.
And as we look at your example and the example of the Canaanite woman, we also ask ourselves what can I do? How can I advocate for those on the margins? Many of the same issues that early Methodist and EUB women addressed in the nineteenth century are still with us today. What is the issue you are passionate about? Is it the homelessness so evident on our city streets? The lack of affordable housing in Ann Arbor? The ongoing suffering of the people of Haiti? Detroit’s dismal education system? The epidemic of human-trafficking throughout the world? The increase in domestic violence since the economic collapse? What is the issue God is calling you to address and what is one step you can take in the coming week to take action?
And as you begin to ask yourself how you might advocate for others, you will also need to ask yourself what has stopped you from doing that work thus far. What are you afraid of? What is the social expectation that holds you back? 
God calls us to unreasonable discipleship. To discern with humility and courage and deep, deep faith how to act justly in the world that the kingdom of God may grow and all God’s people may know wholeness, life, and love.
May it be so. Amen.
UNREASONABLE DISCIPLESHIP
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