A multi-faith challenge

to Bible study?

This is a summary (with additional thoughts for a Western readership) of
a Bible study prepared by Hope S Antone for the Christian Conference of
Asia’s programme on ‘Christian Education in the Context of Asian
Plurality’, 20-27 October 1999 in Bali, Indonesia.

esus said, ‘I am the Way; | am Truth and

Life. No one can come to the Father
except through me’ (John 14:4, New
Jerusalem Bible). These words, found only in
John’s Gospel, have been used by some
Christian sects and denominations as
justification for opting out of any form of
multi-faith dialogue. Such a starkly rigid
position is not so easy for Asian Christians to
adopt, where multi-cultural influences
abound. Can the same be said for our
Western cities?

At a conference held in Bali, Indonesia, last
year on ‘Christian Education in the Context of
Asian Plurality’, a Bible study was prepared.
The story of the Syro-Phoenician woman was
chosen (found in Mark 7:24-30 and Matthew
15:21-28). The story is set outside Galilee.
Jesus has headed north looking for some
peace and quiet. Instead, he is confronted by
a foreign woman, a follower of the ancient
Canaanite (pagan) religion.

This is a Bible study that is not so popular,
especially if your notion is of a kind and
gentle Jesus. For Jesus’ response to the
woman’s request to heal her daughter
appears, not to mince words, racist. She is
not a Jew, she is not one of us, she and her
daughter are likened to dogs. Imagine the
thinking of the woman...

What, he likens my people to the dogs? Oh,
what can be more insulting...? But | will not
take offence. | will not protest at his use of labels
for my people and me. Let me use it instead to
appeal some more to him. Let me kneel down
and bow to show my respect for him.

‘Yes, sir, | know it is not fair to take the
children’s food and throw it to the dogs. But
even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from the
master’s table.’

Oh, it feels like a very long silence. | can feel
everyone’s eyes looking at me. Did | irritate him
further with what | just said? Will 1 be
punished...? What is he going to do next?

What Jesus does next is heal her daughter.

The story shows how the woman does not
give in, not even taking offence at Jesus’
insult, but instead using it to argue against
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him. As the feminist theologian Elisabeth
Schussler Fiorenza puts it: ‘...she rejects the
theological argument of Jesus that Gentile
aliens are excluded from the life-giving power
of God’s reign of wellbeing. The woman turns
Jesus’ argument against itself, and overcomes
his prejudice. No one should be excluded,
she insists. God’s power of salvation is
without boundaries. And her argument wins
the day.™*

Traditional Bible scholars have found this
story difficult. They praise the woman for her
humble submission, but tend to squirm when
faced with Jesus’ insulting behaviour. Some
rather doubtful claims are made to try and
explain the passage, often accompanied by
words like ‘what Jesus really meant...” He was
testing her faith, comprehending the Gentile
mission, demonstrating amazing grace, even
referring to household pets!

As Sharon Ringe suggests, ‘The very
strangeness and the offensiveness of the
story’s portrayal of Jesus may suggest that the
core of the story was indeed remembered as
an incident in Jesus’ life when even he was
caught with his compassion down.”?

Who is this woman? An anonymous Gentile
pagan woman who dares to violate social
rules, interrupts Jesus’ rest and annoys the
disciples. This cultural, ethnic and religious
outsider obtains what she most desires, the
healing of her daughter. And in the long run,
she opens the way for Jesus’ and the Church’s
mission beyond the Jewish community. Jesus
has come for the Gentiles too!

Feminist or post-colonial
interpretation?

heologians like Elisabeth Schussler

Fiorenza and Sharon Ringe have read
much into this story and presented it as a
feminist discourse. But what happens when
the story is re-read as an Asian, post-colonial,
multi-faith or multicultural discourse? The
Asian scholars Kwok Pui Lan and R S
Sugirtharajah offer another reading of the
text.

In the Christian missionary framework, Asian
peoples who for so long have embraced
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religions much older than Christianity have
been labelled as pagans, heathens and
unbelievers. Kwok’s analysis squares up to the
anti-Judaism, sexism and colonialism in the
history of how Christians have interpreted
this story of the Syro-Phoenician woman to
Asian listeners.

The story has been presented as an
explanation of how it became acceptable for
Gentiles to become part of the originally
Jewish sect of Christianity. Despite Jesus’
initial reluctance, the mission to the Gentiles
which grew and eventually abandoned its
Jewish roots can be traced back to the
historical Jesus.

The story has also been presented as a model
for submission and humility, an example not
only for Christians but also for ‘heathens’ in
Asia and elsewhere, which has facilitated a
spread of colonialism and imperialism.

Thirdly, it has been presented as a story which
highlights Jesus’ love and care for a woman in
dire need, downplaying the part where she is
first ignored and then insulted. Early
missionaries used this as a strategic appeal to
the female audience in Asia, and many Asian
Christians now claim that their religion gives
a higher status to women than non-Christian
cultures, which are portrayed as inferior and
patriarchal. However, the experience of many
Christian women in both the West and the
East would challenge this claim.

Towards building an inclusive
community

Il this leads to the traditional view that

this story presents in an Asian context:
firstly, that Judaism is a dead letter awash with
legalism and ritualism; and secondly, that any
passing Buddhist, Hindu, Muslim or Sikh is a
potential target for evangelisation and
absorption into the Christian community.

Hope S Antone’s view is that an inclusive
community would never be a single or
uniform community, or with any one
dominant group swallowing or embracing all
other groups. Rather, it would be a
community of distinct communities whose
diverse races, colours, cultures, languages
and religions would be valued and celebrated
as part of the wellspring of our cultural
heritages and spiritual resources. Difference
and diversity would no longer be seen as
reasons or used as a cover-up for animosities
and hostilities between groups of people.
Instead, these would be starting points for
real and meaningful dialogue between
various groups as each begins to value and
respect the other. In this spirit of celebrating
diversity, we Christians would no longer see

the other as mortal enemies, or as the
unsaved destined for hell, or as the poor
heathens to convert. We would instead look
at them as brothers, sisters, partners whom
God also loves, to whom God has also
revealed truths, from whom we can learn
about life, living and relating, and in whom
we can also find the image of God.
Furthermore, an inclusive community of
communities would be a community that
works together, with and despite all other
differences, towards a more just and peaceful
world. Together, we would draw strength
and build our solidarity using our diverse
cultural and spiritual resources for the sake of
wholeness and fullness of life for all.

Why did Jesus heal?

t is helpful to remember that the woman

came asking for help from Jesus not
because of a spiritual need but because of her
daughter’s need of healing. Jesus seems to
have granted her request NOT because of her
faith in him as her Lord and Saviour but
because of her manner of speech — humble,
persistent and courageous. Some Christians
might like to imagine that, in the end, this
woman and her daughter could not have
done otherwise than become signed-up
members of the regular giving plan (or
whatever condition for fully participating in
church life is imposed at your church!).

But rather than make the assumption that she
became a Christian, why can’t we think and
accept the fact that this Syro-Phoenician
woman could have continued in her own
form of worship and religious tradition?

Greatly daring in a magazine designed for the
spreading of Christian knowledge and
insights: if this Syro-Phoenician woman did
continue in her traditional, pagan, non-
Christian faith, would we think that was OK?
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Note from the Editor:

The original Bible study can be obtained from
Martin Lambourne at NCEC. He represented
the World Council of Churches at the above-
mentioned conference.
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