If I were to ask you to think back to your days at school would the thought make you smile at the memory of happy days in the classroom or would it bring to mind feelings of boredom or inadequacy? For many people their experiences of school will have been mixed. Most of the time I was happy at school but by no means all the time. I was quite good at some subjects but useless at others and I can remember suffering torments over O-level Maths and French. It is tempting to blame the teachers but I'm afraid the ignorance was all mine.

If your experience of school was less than positive it may have led you to think two things: that you are incapable of learning things and that learning is the same as passing exams. I want to suggest this morning that both those things are false. Learning is not the same as filling your head full of facts so that you can then regurgitate them onto an exam paper. Alas, sometimes our education system seems to suggest that it is -  that the only important thing about learning is getting the right level or grade. But getting the information is only part of learning. Learning is something broader and deeper than simply stuffing our heads full of facts. Real learning happens not just in the classroom. Real learning is not just about our school days. Every day and however old we are we are capable of learning. In fact, in the New Testament Jesus, followers were called his "disciples" which is a Greek word meaning "a learner". We are all capable of learning new things about ourselves, about the world and about God.

This morning's story from the Gospel of Matthew has something significant to say to us about learning. There are two main characters, Jesus and an unnamed Canaanite woman. At the end of the story both of them have learnt something important.

The Canaanite woman is one of the most remarkable women in the Bible. On the face of it, she has very little going for her, at least as far the disciples of Jesus are concerned. For a start she is a woman! In those days it would not be considered the right thing for a woman to be seen on her own in public and certainly she should not have been entering into conversation with a male rabbi. That's just how it was those days. Men and women knew their place and on the whole the place of women was at home looking after the house, not getting into theological arguments with men.

And this Canaanite woman has another disadvantage: she is not Jewish, she is a Gentile and not just any old Gentile. Matthew tells us that she is a Canaanite and the Israelites and the Canaanites have a history. In the Old Testament they are enemies. The Canaanites occupied the land before the Israelites worshipping different gods and the story of the relationship between Israel and Canaan is one of constant warfare, constant antagonism. So this woman belongs to an ethnic group who were Israel's ancient enemies.

But this woman has a need. She has a daughter who is desperately sick. She believes that this girl is possessed by a demon and she believes that Jesus can heal her daughter. So she is not going to be put off by being the wrong sex or race. Neither, for that matter, is she going to be put off when she gets a pretty dusty reception from Jesus -  firstly, he doesn't even acknowledge she is there and then he reminds her that his mission is to Israel first which is true but of no help to her and finally, after her plea for help, she is told
“It is not right to take the children’s bread and toss it to their dogs.”
The "children" here are the people of Israel, God's chosen people, and the "dogs" are the Gentiles, people like this Canaanite woman. Jesus is saying all the goodness of God's kingdom is for God's people and not for those outside the people of God, at least not for now. So at this point, most of us would have just given up and gone home. But this woman is made of sterner stuff and she replies immediately, "Yes Lord, but even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master's table." She is quick and she's gritty and she has learnt that life rarely gives up its good things without persistence and determination.
One of the things that they try and teach children in school these days is something called resilience. Some children find it hard to concentrate on learning and are easily distracted. They are also very often tempted to give up when they face a problem or obstacle and many of us adults are the same. We live in a society where we expect everything to come to us instantly and, if it doesn't we despair, and give up easily but, in fact, life and particularly the life of faith requires a willingness to stick at it, to be persistent. This woman has two things that make her resilient: firstly, she has a daughter whom she loves and who is sick and secondly, she believes that Jesus can help. She has an inner motivation and a deeply held belief that drives her on despite the obstacles that are thrown up in her way. Eugene Peterson has written a book called A Long Obedience in the Same Direction. And that describes the life of faith - a long obedience in the same direction, a determined and faithful walk with God that realises that there are very few instant gains but the things that are most important and valuable come only with that firm persistence and faith.

But Jesus learned something too from this encounter. He learns something about his own calling. We can say that this noisy, witty, gritty, foreign woman helps Jesus to better understand that whilst God certainly does come first to his people the Jews, he does not stop there. There are boundaries but boundaries are meant to be crossed and Jesus is amazed and surprised by this woman's faith and grants her request, heals the child. That she is a woman, that she is a Gentile, that she is a Canaanite Gentile and that she is not doing things in the "proper order" makes no difference to God. Jesus learns that ultimately God's love and healing are for absolutely everyone, even who used to be considered outsiders. So that's a good thing to learn. The circle of God's love now embraces everybody, men and women of whatever race, colour, social status, education, sexual orientation or religion.

But it's interesting to notice how Jesus learns the full scope of his calling. He learns it not from his friends or fellow countrymen but from an outsider. Sometimes we learn the most about ourselves from people who are most unlike us. It is the people who irritate us, challenge us and ask us awkward questions who are most likely to help us to learn and grow. If we only ever listen to people who think the same way as us then we are very unlikely to learn anything new. Learning happens best when we are made to examine all those things we take for granted by someone who disagrees with us.

To be a Christian is to be a disciple which is to be and "learner". This is not just the kind of learning that we get behind a desk in a classroom. This learning is a learning how to walk in the way of Jesus Christ and it is a learning for life. It is learning that happens when we are open to the challenges of others, ready to learn from others and prepared to be faithful and resilient on the journey of faith.
