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The Rev. Bill Queen  
“We are Worthy”  
Matthew 15:10-28 
 
 
over all of my years of ordained ministry, one of the most consistent 
conversations I’ve had with parishioners, including here at Christ and Grace, is 
one about people not feeling worthy—not feeling worthy in their relationship 
with God;  it is an issue that the Bible addresses and which the words of our 
common worship address, so I want to look more closely at those today 
 
I understand that it has been a while since Christ and Grace has used either 
Holy Eucharist or Morning Prayer in the Rite I traditional language versions;  I 
have had some people ask about whether we would use these during my time 
here—I will get back to that later;  the story we have in our gospel reading 
today addresses this issue of worthiness;  it is a deep theological issue that 
cuts across all varieties of our worship experiences as Episcopalians;  do we 
see ourselves as worthy in our relationship to God?;  do we see ourselves as 
worthy of the gifts that God has given us?;  do we see ourselves as worthy of 
Baptism, worthy of Holy Communion, and worthy of salvation?  
  
this issue arises in Jesus’ exchange with the Canaanite (non-Jewish) woman; 
she asks Jesus to heal her daughter from a demon;  Jesus says to her in very 
harsh words, “It is not fair to take the children’s (meaning Jewish people’s) 
food and throw it to the dogs” (meaning non-Jewish people);  I’m not going to 
try and justify that remark, because I’ve never heard a convincing argument 
that explains why Jesus would say that—it is far out of character for him;  but 
she is a woman who will not easily be refused;  she replies to Jesus, “even the 
dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their master’s table;”  and by that remark 
she demonstrates a faith and a sense of self-worth that goes beyond the 
boundaries of race, tribe, or nationality 
 
she is also challenging Jesus to put up or shut up;  is the faith he’s preaching 
limited only to Jews?;  no, it isn’t, despite Jesus’ remark about only being sent 
to “the lost sheep of the house of Israel;”  we know from other accounts that 
Jesus visited (remember the Samaritan woman at the well? John 4:4–26);  and 
sent his disciples out to Samaritan cities (Luke 9:52);  he heals a Roman 
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Centurion’s servant (Matthew 8:5-13), even when that Centurion 
acknowledges “I am not worthy to have you come under my roof;”  Jesus ends 
up by healing the Canaanite woman’s daughter;  she knew that she and her 
daughter were worthy of Jesus’ attention and healing grace;  Jesus 
demonstrated, finally, that he recognized them as worthy by performing the 
healing;  I sure hope that we all know that we are equally worthy of Jesus’ 
love, grace, and sacraments  
 
and yet, there are several places in our Book of Common Prayer liturgies where 
the question of worthiness is compromised;  one place is in the Holy Eucharist 
Rite I Prayer of Humble Access: “We are not worthy so much as to gather up 
the crumbs under Thy table (Book of Common Prayer p 337)”; according to our 
Gospel story today and the others I’ve cited, that prayer expresses a view 
completely at odds with the Bible;  the truth is, referring to receiving Holy 
Eucharist, that we are worthy;  and we are worthy of a lot more than 
crumbs—we are worthy of the very Body and Blood of Christ;  the liturgical 
statement flies in the face of the Good News expressed throughout the Gospels 
 
the only reason we have such a non-Biblical statement in our liturgy, is that 
we inherited pieces of our liturgy from long, long ago;  some words from the 
very first Book of Common Prayer of 1549 are still there today, and some of 
them are a reflection of the Roman Catholic Church’s theology of that time, 
which was a highly penitential Medieval theology;  that same theology is also 
found in the Rite I Eucharistic Prayer I: “we are unworthy, through our 
manifold sins, to offer unto thee any sacrifice” (p 336);  it is in both the Rite I 
and Rite II Morning and Evening Prayers’ General Thanksgivings: “we thine 
unworthy servants (p 58) and “we your unworthy servants” (p 101)  
 
on the other hand, we find a clear statement about our worthiness in Rite II 
Eucharistic Prayer B (p 368): “you [Jesus] have made us worthy to stand 
before you;”  we are worthy—not on our own—but because of Christ;  he has 
made us worthy;  and also in Rite II Morning Prayer’s opening sentence for 
Saints’ Days:  “We give thanks to the Father, who has made us worthy to share 
in the inheritance of the saints in light” (a quote from Colossians 1:12) 
 
as Episcopalians, our beliefs are not written out in books of doctrine;  we pray, 
in our prayer book liturgies, what we believe;  and the way we worship is our 
most powerful reminder of how we look at God, how we look at other people, 
and how we look at ourselves;  so in answer to the questions about my choices 
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for the liturgies that we say together in common worship: I avoid any of the 
forms that reflect any usage of the word “unworthy” or any suggestion of 
unworthiness 
 
I am aware that many of the preferences you have for particular services and 
individual prayers can be very deep and emotional;  I am not saying that there 
is anything wrong if your have a personal preference for a beloved piece of 
our liturgy that I have mentioned today;  that’s one of the reasons 
Episcopalians are encouraged to own a copy of the prayer book: so many of its 
liturgies and prayers lend themselves to personal devotional use;  so I 
encourage you to use these prayers on your own at home;  and in the time 
before you come up for Communion, pray the Prayer of Humble Access to 
yourself;  but do be careful not to let any words about unworthiness obscure 
God’s larger message of your true worthiness 
 
in our words of worship together we will continue to be reminded that we are 
meant to approach God in a sense of worthiness;  our relationship to God, to 
Christ, and to the Holy Spirit should be a praise-filled and loving response to 
the overwhelming eternal love that God has for us, because—thanks to 
Jesus—we are worthy 
 
 
 

3 


