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Genesis 45:1-15, Psalm 133, Romans 11:1-2,29-32, Matthew 15:21-18

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.

Tony Campolo, a famous Christian speaker, tells the following story.  

“A friend of mine has an adorable four-year-old daughter.  She is bright and she is talkative.  If tryouts were being held for a modern-day Shirley Temple, I think she would win, hands down.


One night there was violent thunderstorm.  The lightening flashed and the thunder rumbled–it was one of those impressive storms that forces everyone to stop and take notice.  My friend ran upstairs to his daughter’s bedroom to see if she was frightened and to assure her that everything would be all right.  He got to her room and found her standing on the windowsill, spread-eagled against the glass.  When he shouted, “What are you doing?” 


She turned away from the flashing lightening and happily reported, “I think that God is trying to take my picture.”


Sometimes attitude is everything!  In today’s gospel from Matthew 

about the Canaanite woman, attitude and persistence are key as well.  Jesus and his disciples had just come from some verbal warfare with the Pharisees, included in the optional section of today’s gospel reading.    After the exchange, Jesus and his disciples left Israel on their way to the beach.  Their long-awaited getaway to Tyre and Sidon, located in Lebanon today, was to give them respite from the crowds and the combative religious leaders in Israel–to get away.  But suddenly an unnamed  woman burst into their lives to ask for an exorcism for her daughter and then disappeared.  Canaanites were pagans and long time enemies of Jewish monotheistic faith and commitment.   Not that this event, in itself, is so strange.  Stranger things have occurred with Jesus and the disciples, and even stranger things are yet to come.


But there are other aspects to the story that intensify its strangeness.  First, an infidel from a locale known for its godlessness and wickedness, addresses Jesus with an expression of faith: “Lord, Son of David.” Lord, as a form of address is used in Matthew only by true believers.  And the title “Son of David” indicates that this woman seems to accept Jesus as the Messiah.   How did this happen?


Then Jesus, normally always willing to help anyone who appeals to him in faith, comes across to this woman with uncharacteristic coldness.   The text says that, “He did not answer her at all.”  And then he told her: “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” “We talk about Jesus being fully divine and fully human,” says Peter Munson.  “Chalk this up as one of the fully human moments. “  Is this the same Jesus who fed 5,000?  Is this the same Jesus who never turned away anyone who came to him in faith?  And there is more.  You have here also the contrast between the pagan woman’s “great faith” and the “little faith” of Peter, the leading Apostle which caused him to sink in last week’s gospel story.


This woman, to borrow a term from the Jewish tradition,  has chutzpah.  This part of the dialog is a wonderful example of the kind of verbal exchange that was much admired in Hebrew culture, in which sharp wits match each other word for word.  Jesus calls her a dog, and it doesn’t deter her one bit.”Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table,” she persists.    This was more faith and determination than he witnessed in his own disciples. “Woman, great is your faith!  Let it be done for you as you wish.”  


Some of you may be thinking, I have asked God over and over again and unlike the Canaanite woman  have received no apparent response to my faithful prayers.  Does it mean that God doesn’t hear me?  No!  Does it mean that I’m not good enough?  Definitely no!  Unanswered prayers could be covered in another complete sermon or sermon series.  If I could definitively answer why God does not answer prayers, I would be placing God in a box when we all know that God by the Holy One’s very nature is infinitely more than we can say or even imagine.  I can say that God answers prayers in at least three ways.  God says yes, no, or wait!  And I also know that God wants the best for us.   And for now that has to at least partially satisfy me when God answers my prayers with no or wait.


  Returning to the subject of answered prayers in today’s Gospel, the unnamed Canaanite woman  has hope and purpose and is bold enough to expect that some things can change – and to go directly to the  source to bring them into her life.  Clearly the Canaanite woman represent the kind of person who overcomes inhibitions of asking.  She might well be the “patron saint of Askers.”  What did she overcome to get what she wanted from Jesus?  Let’s take a look.


First of all she overcame the “little ol’ me” myth of my needs are not important that is sometimes a problem for women in particular.   She could have said to herself.  “Think of all the other poor people out there who need Jesus more than I do.”  Or she could have rationalized, “Jesus is a very busy prophet.  He needs time away from the demands of Israel.  I’ll get back to him later.”  Have you ever had the experience of knowing you should prayerfully talk to  for someone and decided not to bother them because they were busy... only later to regret that choice?  


Yet the scriptures are pretty clear about “seeking and finding” and knocking at the door. Each of us is important to our Lord.   At any one time, there are people more fortunate and less fortunate than ourselves.  Yet our Lord asks and longs for open communication with us about all things, not just those that are “really important.”    Sometimes when we rationalize about waiting until later or for a time that is “more convenient”  for prayer, that prayer never happens.  Think of a time in your own life, for example, when your prayers were answered.  What might have happened if you had procrastinated in your prayer or rationalized the need away? 


Secondly the Canaanite woman also overcame the “clairvoyant” myth– Jesus should have known what she wanted without her asking.  Jesus, at various times, was shown to know what others were thinking or feeling.  However, in today’s story the Canaanite woman was not going to leave the well-being of her daughter to chance.  Her request was too important to her for that.  Asking Jesus face to face was crucial, since time after time, the Gospels have shown, Jesus heals people on his way to doing something else.  It is usually when people stop him and ask for healing–or their friends do–that Jesus directs the healing energies of the Kingdom into their lives.   Without this asking, the release of God’s power into that situation would not have happened.   


I have experienced a similar problem occasionally when someone in the parish is hospitalized and forgets to tell me or have their family let me know.  I always feel very badly when someone has been in and out of the hospital without me knowing, assuming that someone let me know and wondering why they did not receive a visit.   I definitely do not have the healing power that our Lord does, but I can represent the Trinity community at the hospital and mobilize our prayer chain to pray prayers of healing for people who are ill.   For some the familiarity of the Eucharist brought to the hospital is very healing.   If you have a need, please ask.


Thirdly the Canaanite woman overcame the myth of “saintly sacrifice,” that is the  idea that it is selfish to ask for things.  Had she fallen prey to the idea that it is selfish to ask, she would have never experienced the Gospel’s power to release and set free.   When we were talking about the Lord’s Prayer several weeks ago, I mentioned that “Give us this day our daily bread,” is a petition to ask the Holy One for what we need.  And that is the key here as well.  Although we can prayerfully ask for the world cruise or to win the lottery, those are probably things that we want, not need.  In this case the women has a need to have her daughter restored to health, a need that she be cured and Jesus is the key to that need.  When we find ourselves asking for something in prayer, often the situation becomes clearer to us.  Sometimes, at least in my experience, the act of prayerfully asking cause me to stop worrying and to focus on what God is asking, or not asking  of me in the situation.


King Duncan tells the following true yet unlikely story of a family of ducklings that fell down a sewer grate in Vancouver.  Their mother did what any parent would do.  She got help from a passing police officer.  The mother duck grabbed the policeman by the pant leg while he was on foot patrol.  The policeman shoved what he thought was a crazy duck away, but she persisted, grabbing his leg again when he tried to leave.  Then she waddled to a nearby sewer grate where she sat down and waited for him to follow and investigate.   


The policeman came to where she sat and saw eight little baby ducklings in the water below.  Police removed the heavy metal grate with the help of a tow truck and used a vegetable strainer to lift the ducklings to safety.  Mother and offspring then departed for a nearby pond.


That mother duck did what the Canaanite woman did.   She was able to overcome the myth that Jesus was too busy for her unimportant request, the myth that she shouldn’t have to ask because Jesus would automatically know, and the myth that asking is selfish.  She persisted in seeking help until she got it.   And that is just what Jesus wants us to do.  Be persistent in getting the help you need.   Do not be intimidated by authority figures.  And remember, we have a Friend who can help us even when human endeavors fail.  Christ is waiting to help you today, all you need to do is ask. 

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.   Amen.

