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Note: This sermon started with a dramatic reading of a story from the Unbeatable Squirrel Girl
Comics. In this story, Squirrel Girl discovers a giant talking human-hippo trying to rob a bank.
As she tries to stop him, Hippo tells her: “Imagine being a hippo chillin’ in a zoo and then 
without asking for it some weirdo force evolves you into an adult quasi-human. Nobody feeds 
me for free anymore, yo! I eat 90 pounds of food every day. I got bills!...Oh sure get a job, 
right? Because companies are dying to hire an adult half-hippo man with literally zero 
education...So guess what? Now I’m robbing banks!”

Squirrel Girl responds with understanding, and suggests that he would actually be a perfect fit 
for a job at demolition company, where his strength and size will be a great advantage in 
knocking down the appropriate buildings. Hippo the Hippo gives up robbing the bank to go 
find honest work.1

This story shows off exactly why Squirrel Girl is my favorite super hero. Even when she finds 
herself in a classic superhero situation where a “bad guy” is robbing bank and she starts using 
her super-strength to stop him – even when she finds herself dropped into the middle of that 
fight, she’d still rather find a way to understand the bad guy, to compromise, to help him 
change for his own good, then to just knock him out.

In a lot of comics and super hero movies, the villain is obviously the villain. They have an evil 
plan and they need to be stopped, probably by getting punched a lot or zapped with eye lasers. 
There’s not a lot of wiggle room for change, for understanding one another, for compromise. 
It’s just good vs. evil, and that’s that.

The Squirrel Girl comics are different. When she meets a new villain, she tries for compromise 
and even for friendship. So when she finds Hippo the Hippo trying to rob a bank, at first she 
does kick into Unbeatable Squirrel Girl fight mode to stop him. But when she hears his story 
and realizes why Hippo is doing what he’s doing, she understands where he’s coming from, and
she switches gears. She realizes he is not the scary angry monster he seems like; he is a guy 
facing a lot of problems. And she offers him better solutions. 

At first, Hippo the Hippo seems like the classic bad guy; but once he tells his side, Squirrel Girl
is able to see him as a full person – well, a full hippo-person – who is in need of help and 
deserves that help.

The Canaanite woman is the Hippo the Hippo of today’s Gospel story. OK, so she’s not trying 
to rob a bank; she’s begging for her daughter’s healing. But still: when she first appears, she 
does seem like a villain. 

1 From The Unbeatable Squirrel Girl #6, (Marvel: 3 June 2015) by Ryan North (writer) and Erica Henderson (artist). 
Collected in The Unbeatable Squirrel Girl Vol 2: Squirrel, You Know It’s True (Marvel: 2015).



Well, not to us, probably. But to the disciples, to the early Jewish Christians who heard this 
story – when they heard that a Canaanite woman was approaching Jesus, even shouting after 
him, they’re muscles would have tensed up, their hearts would have beat faster, they would 
have immediately thought the words they had been raised to associate with Canaanites: Bad. 
Enemy. Unbeliever. Idolator.

The Canaanites were “Israel’s traditional enemies,”2 a state of mind that went all the way back 
to the time of Moses, when the Israelites figured out that their Promised Land was part of 
Canaan and home to worshipers of false gods, whom the Israelites battled in order to take the 
Promised Land. 

The Canaanites were the villains of many of Israel’s super hero stories – but they weren’t just 
stories or comic books. They were stories from the history of their people that they held on to 
tightly; the history they used to make sense of who they were in their own time. The stories that
they treasured as holy scripture.

In short: bad feelings toward the Canaanites went a long way back. And bad feelings towards 
the Canaanites were part of the official Israelite identity. 

Even Jesus himself reflected those bad feelings toward the Canaanites when he called the 
woman a dog – which was a typical, pretty insulting way of talking about non-Jewish people.

So, the Canaanite woman entered the scene, and the disciples got unnerved, and the people 
hearing Matthew’s Gospel thought “Bad. Enemy.” And Jesus did what a lot of people would 
have expected: he shut her down. “I was only sent to the lost sheep of the house of Israel,” he 
says. Or, in other words, It’s not my job to help people like you.  “It’s not fair to take the 
children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”

And in the face of all of that, the woman stood up for herself and her daughter. She did it in a 
sort of sneaky, backdoor way: she didn’t challenge the way that the disciples and Jesus were 
talking about her, didn’t try to make them see her as a “good guy.” She accepted what they 
thought about her, but said that even so she and her daughter were worth helping. “Even the 
dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.”

And then all of a sudden, this woman became the hero of the story.  Jesus praised her: “Woman,
great is your faith!”

What faith did Jesus see in her?

Well, remember that at this time, Jesus’s message was still only meant for the Jewish people. It 
was going to God’s Chosen People first, and (we know now) later it would go through Israel to 
the whole world (Luke 24:44-47; Acts 13:46; Rom. 1:16).

2 From Aaron M. Gale’s commentary on the Gospel of Matthew in The Jewish Annotated New Testament, (New York: 
Oxford University Press, 2011) pg. 29.



Remember the beautiful picture of the future that we heard about in today’s reading from 
Isaiah:

And the foreigners who join themselves to the Lord...these I will bring to my holy mountain, 
and make them joyful in my house of prayer; their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be 
accepted on my altar; for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.

While the disciples and many others weren’t ready for that promise to come true yet, the 
Canaanite woman demanded that it be true already.3 That was the amazing faith that Jesus saw 
in her. 

It’s really easy for us to criticize the Jewish people of Jesus’ time for ignoring God’s mission to 
the whole wold, forgetting about scripture passages like the Isaiah reading, focusing in on 
themselves  and how they were the Chosen People, drawing a thick boundary to protect 
themselves from the bad outsiders.

But don’t we do those kinds of things in our own way?

I’ve been in a lot of discussions on racism lately. And it seems like in almost every meeting, 
someone reminds us: racism in the U.S. is not a unique problem. In every time and place, 
people draw lines between “us” and “them.” We hate or fear whole groups of people for 
superficial reasons. It seems like human nature.

And that fact can make working for change, acceptance, understanding – make that work feel 
hopeless.

But when we feel hopeless – that’s when we need to pray for faith like the Canaanite woman’s. 
A faith that sees the ancient hateful patterns of the world, and can stare down those patterns and
say: “But that is not the world God promises us.” A faith that trusts in God’s promises for a 
better world and demands that they start coming true even now, even against all odds.
And as we pray for that faith, our eyes will be opened to see the ways that God is bringing 
God’s future to life among us now.

Let us pray.

Holy God, you fill our hearts with your promises for a future that reflects your will. Our hopes 
are filled with promises of well-being, justice, and mercy. Move us this day beyond our fears 
and anxieties into your land of goodness. We wait for your coming, we pray for your kingdom. 
In the meantime, give us bread for the day. In the name of Jesus Christ we pray, Amen.4

3 N. T. Wright, Matthew for Everyone: Part 1, (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 2004), p. 201.
4 Excerpted from Walter Brueggemann’s “Waiting for Bread...and for God’s Future,” Prayers for a Privileged People, 

(Nashville, Abingdon Press, 2008), p. 167.


