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Woman, great is your faith… 

 - Mt 15:28 

 

Today is Theological Education Sunday. It is a day set aside by the church for a focus 

of prayer for theological education in our Province; that vocations may deepen and 

flourish; that men and women may be called to all forms of ministry in the life of the 

church; and to pray for the theological college dedicated to the nurturing and 

discovery of vocations, and for the development of theological insight and formation 

for ministry. 

 

Last year the Anglican Church of Southern Africa dedicated the year to Theological 

Education. This was an effort to raise the level of awareness and commitment to 

theological education at all levels of the church, and to assist people to ask questions 

about training of ministers, and to contribute to the content and quality of that 

preparation for ministry, and ultimately, to express their commitment by raising the 

funds necessary for men and women to be financed for residence at a seminary, and 

thereby taking ownership of their seminary. 

 

In some respects the Year culminated in a massive effort to raise funds for an 

endowment fund for theological education. This was a central effort ably 

championed by Bishop Raphael of Saldanha Bay, with the assistance of Hope Africa 

on the administrative side. In the end just under 1m was raised, well short of a 

target of R10m that some of us had set. The effort, it must be stated, was not a 

failure on that account. It achieved its objectives in that a large number of 

congregations made a special collection to the Fund. It can be expected that that 

practice will be repeated annually. The Bishops resolved that this effort be 

undertaken every year. In theory at least, this means that every collection in every 

parish church on this day will be devoted to the College. The Year and the 

Theological Education Sunday raised interest on the part of ordinary Anglicans both 

in what goes into the training of Anglican clergy, to set standards of expectation in 

their clergy, and that they take responsibility for the business of training of their 

future clergy. 

 

But more was done during the Year of Theological Education. A Colloquium was 

held at the College on Theological Education with a theme “From Root to Branch.” 

This brought together theological educators, a few bishops and diocesan officers 

dedicated to the discernment and nurturing of vocations. We had the privilege of 
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some outstanding presenters from the Church of England, and we agreed a common 

statement on Theological Education. Key to that was the idea that theological 

education was the responsibility of the whole church, and through a common 

programme of theological education the church defines its identity and assures its 

renewal. 

 

Now a year on, we come to another Theological Education Sunday. In our text today 

we are confronted by some of the most challenging circumstances in theological 

education. This Healing Miracle is about the agency of Christ in healing, plus the 

faith of the petitioner, elements equally key to theological education. Jesus is in 

unfamiliar territory, in the borderlands of Judah. A woman of foreign origin (a 

double jeopardy, if you like) approaches him with a kyrie eleison, “Have mercy on 

me Lord, O Son of David!” Theological education begins with a petition, with a sense 

of want, of need, a hunger to serve God, about being open to hear the call of God. It is 

not the want of anything material for oneself. It is a want that arises out of one’s 

faithfulness, in recognition that God is the giver of all good gifts. It is also a desire for 

human fulfillment. That means that one is never fully human without the desire to 

care for one’s loved ones, to respond to the cries of the needy. It is natural. It is 

human. The pain of one’s child is deeply felt, and it diminishes one’s sense of being. 

And so we cry out,  “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David.” 

 

The petition quickly moves from the general to the specific: “my daughter is 

tormented by a demon.” What we were asking ordinary parishioners last year was 

that they should take ownership of the training of their clergy. They should ask the 

hard questions of the bishop whenever someone is presented for a curacy or 

incumbency. They should ask what training the clergyperson has received and 

where? By so doing they would be adding a special ingredient to the training we do. 

They would establish a brand. In other words to the Cott Brand, for example, we 

would know what to expect; what value attaches to Cott, what are the 

characteristics of a Cott residential training compared to others. In other words 

what does a parish “buy into” when it hires a Cott graduate. What are the graduate 

characteristics that we guarantee from Cott products? 

 

In this passage we begin with a diagnosis. It is a diagnosis of the state of health of 

someone we own, to whom we belong, and who is part of us. Her state of health 

marks or defines our own state of well-being. It is to understand what is wrong, 

what is disturbing, what is ill at ease (dis-ease, if you like) the malady that infects 

the balance of being, distorts wellness and human personality. Indeed, our societies 

where we serve are part of who we are. They are not alien to our being. We know 

that they are not what God the Creator had intended them to be, and that they are 
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infected by demons. However, it is in putting our finger on the demons that we 

begin the arduous process of freeing ourselves from being “possessed” by demons. 

 

Amazingly, it is the Syrophoenician woman who exposes the situation. She is a 

Canaante (in Matthew), and she is a woman. She is, remarkably,  for a her times a 

woman with voice. She is not silent. She does not suffer in silence. She raises her 

voice and speaks. She speaks so powerfully that the gatekeepers ask Jesus to send 

her away because “she keeps shouting at us”. She is nagging! Jesus replies to her 

petition only indirectly. He does not speak to her directly at first. Nothing could be 

more annoying to a human being than to speak and to be ignored. Rather, he 

answers via the disciples. He does not say, “Yeah, she must go away…” but states his 

own mission, his own calling, his purpose – being on a mission to the House of 

Israel. But she persists, “Lord, help me…” He then answers her, and uses language 

that puts her down and denigrates her.  First, she gets ignored; then she gets put 

down. Incidentally, it is not her gender that Jesus objects to, but the fact that she was 

a foreigner. Not just any foreigner or Gentile, but one whom history between their 

two nations had set a huge unbridgeable gulf, a chasm of impenetrable proportions, 

been marked by hostility, and a breakdown of relations.  The Canaanites were 

routinely “unclean”. 

 

But, she is not distracted. She is persistent. When he throws his last dice, declaring 

firmly that  “It is not fair to take the children’s food and give it to the dogs” she must 

have realized that she was winning the argument. He had been disarmed. She does 

not respond to the insult; she is focused on her petition, “Yes, Lord, yet even the 

dogs eat the crumbs that fall from the master’s table…” The woman challenges the 

basis on which the judgment is arrived at. Her logic derives from the relations of 

master and servant, or of the class relations that are never far off the surface in 

biblical discourses. But it also manages to point away rather from the social history 

and practice of class but rather to one that reconciles and is human. If one is human 

one will take regard of the human being above one’s dogs. In other words Jesus 

claim about fairness is turned on its head. Fairness as justice and right must mean 

that the human receives ahead of the dog. One cannot equate the human with the 

dog. She then appeals directly to his declared sense of justice and fairness to make 

her case. Fascinating. 

 

At this point, Jesus has no option but to oblige: “Woman, great is your faith…” It is 

not just by banter and logic and reason, but by faith. It is a faith that overcomes 

prejudice, and levels down a history of difference to nothingness. The foreigner 

becomes the ordinary, the outsider becomes an insider; and the woman comes to 

the centre of a life defined by men for men and no longer hovers on the margins of 
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existence. The boundary is no more. Her wish has been granted. No fuss; no 

touching; no prayer; no forgiveness of sins. Just as she was, by her mere show of 

faith, her daughter has been healed. Just as she was, she was healed. Nothing more 

gets asked of her. 

 

You will not be surprised that I have used this Miracle Narrative to say some things 

about Theological Education and this College. 

 

First, I sincerely believe that bishops do not send ordinands to the College by 

mistake. They do so as a result of prayerful insight and intent. This is no mere 

mechanical process, of ticking the boxes. It is discernment and insight. In other 

words if ministerial formation and spirituality does not succeed it is never because 

the bishops have made a mistake, in my view, but rather that the ordinand has 

become distracted, and got to take the trust in her/him for granted. 

 

Secondly, the text emphasizes the role of faith in giving effect to the purposes of God. 

It is faith in God; but surely it must also be confidence in oneself about the 

righteousness or the right-ness of our petitions. We too must learn to confront and 

exorcise the demons in our midst, and in our hearts. There are demons of laziness of 

presumptuousness in attending to our formation, demons of discrimination against 

those of differing race or gender or sexuality, cultural and language hegemony over 

others; demons of misconduct, drunkenness, and sexual promiscuity; demons of 

disobedience, dishonesty etc. Yes, demons that cause us to fail to integrate into 

community, or to become barriers to the formation of others and their spiritual 

development either by our conduct which distracts others, by our directly 

misleading others, or by our failure to be an example to others when we could have. 

All these are barriers or obstacles to our reception and incorporation into the heart 

of God. They speak to our lack of faith. 

 

This act of faith, it must be remembered, is both the initiator of this encounter with 

Jesus,  (in other words, it is our faith that causes us in the first place to seek God, and 

to make our petition. We do it because we believe), And it is also responsive to the 

love of Christ. It is not conditional love. It is not a lottery, I believe if… syndrome. It is 

founded upon the nature of Christ incarnate in the midst of an unbelieving world. 

 

That is the reason it remains of primary import that vocations to ministry must be 

inclusive and representative because it is in the nature of God to call all men and 

women to himself. We do well never to be satisfied with only a handful of women in 

ministry, or in these times, only with one or two white ordinands who attend our 
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residential institution. To perpetuate that would be to diminish the nature of 

ministry. 

 

Thirdly, that there are no outsiders, no foreigners – none anymore once Christ has 

spoken. By being part of the household of faith we never cease to be who we are. It 

is only that our being is now taken up into the nature of Christ. That is our salvation. 

We have become, in Pauline language, the co-inheritors with Christ of the kingdom 

of God. 

 

The task of the College, in my view, is to facilitate that movement from the faith of 

the church to the confidence and responsiveness of the ordinand; from the outsider 

who is marginalized to her/his reception and incorporation into the world of God, 

such that we can be affirmed by God, “Woman, great is your faith…”  

Amen. 

 

N Barney Pityana 

Chapel of the Transfiguration 

Grahamstown 

Tenth Sunday after Pentecost, 2014 


