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21Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon.22Just then a Canaanite woman from that region came out and started shouting, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.” 23But he did not answer her at all. And his disciples came and urged him, saying, “Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us.” 24He answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 25But she came and knelt before him, saying, “Lord, help me.” 26He answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” 27She said, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” 28Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly. Matthew 15:21-28







Have Mercy Upon Me
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“Have mercy upon me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.”
What is it that you expect Jesus to do in the face of such a request?  You expect him to stop what he’s doing and help the woman and her daughter!  Don’t you?
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But, what does Jesus do?  He ignores her!  He doesn’t even acknowledge her presence!
And what do the disciples do?  They ask Jesus to send the poor woman away because she is bothering them!  She’s not worth their time or attention! Not what you would expect of a band of Christians!  Is it?
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And Jesus explains to his disciples that he wasn’t sent to the likes of this woman; “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.”  Jesus was sent only to the Jews, not to the world.  That was his understanding of his mission.
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But this woman would not allow herself to be dismissed so easily.  She threw herself at Jesus feet and cried, “Lord, help me!”
This would be the clincher, right?  Jesus would have to help the poor woman!  But no!  Jesus responds, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” 
What did this Jesus say this woman and her kind were like?  This woman did not rate Jesus’ help!  She was not one of the select group of Jews.  She did not deserve salvation from her plight.
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Undeterred, the woman answered, “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” 
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Now, that response got Jesus’ attention, and he answered her, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed instantly.
What do you make of this incredible story?  Jesus refused this woman’s cry for help?  He resisted her persistent plea?  Then he saw her point and responded, meeting her request.
Jesus was indeed a man of his culture and his times.  He was shaped by the religious, national, and racial-ethnic perspective he was raised in, and the prejudices of his culture.  In this way, Jesus is a lot like you and I; maybe more than we like!
But Jesus changed in response to what he saw, heard and felt about this woman.  In fact, he was amazed by the woman and her faith and her courage.  And he gave the woman what she wanted.
What are the implications of this story for you and for me?  What are the implications for our understanding of God and our understanding of our selves and others?
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If Jesus is fully human, as we understand him to be, then part of being human is the capability of change and growth, for seeing ourselves and others and the world we live in differently from how we have been raised to perceive and believe it to be.
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In Jesus’ eyes, this woman and her daughter are no longer Canaanite dogs; they are human beings just like the Jews and he were human beings and children of God just like the Jews and he were children of God!
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What does this tell us about ourselves as a Church?  Who is the church for?  For what Bishop Matthews calls “card carrying Methodists?”  For those who claim the name “born-again Christian?” 
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A new pastor had his first meeting with his church’s administrative board.  They said, “Pastor.  Attendance is down every year these past ten years.  We’ve got to get the people we’ve lost back? “The pastor replied, “What about the people living in the neighborhood?”  The members replied, “They’re not like us, Pastor.”  In other words, “we don’t like them!”
That’s what Jesus’ and his disciple’s response to the Canaanite woman was; “you’re not like us.”  Then the woman spoke and Jesus listened, and they spoke more, and Jesus saw, “She was just like him!  She was just like the disciples.  She had faith.  But more than the little faith of the disciples, she had what?  She had great faith!
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In Jesus, the Son of God, and fully God as we understand Jesus to be, we observe God changing; initially ignoring a prayer and then responding to it.  This woman influenced God.  She appealed to God and God reconsidered, just like God reconsidered destroying human kind and the Jews in Old Testament times.  It’s one of the things God consistently does during scripture:  God changes, God forgives, God relents, God gives favor . . .
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So, what is your response going to be to the people living around you?  Will you recognize their shouts for help or will you ignore them, because their skin color is different, their language is different, their culture is different, or even their beliefs are different?  What are you going to do?
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This story represents a turning point in Jesus ministry.  Before, he conceived his ministry as limited to people like him.  Afterwards, he saw his ministry as boundless and being for all people.  And isn’t that what you are seeking to do in this church; just like Jesus?
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What Jesus is called to do in this scripture is to love this neighbor woman like himself.  Before this episode Jesus did not see this woman as his neighbor or kin.  Afterwards, his ministry fully represents this principle.
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You are at a turning point in your life and ministry as a Church, just like Jesus and his disciples reached a turning point.  What you do now matters, to you, the community around, the United Methodist Church, and the world! You have stated, in your vision and mission and core values that you are a participatory organization that everyone is invited and welcome to participate in; the all-inclusive Body of Christ, Kingdom or Realm of God on earth.  Who’s invited?  Everyone!  Who’s welcome?  Everyone!  Who’s included?  Everyone!  What an opportunity!  Are you ready?  Are you as excited as I am!
That is the niche Jesus carved out of Judaism that has come to be Christianity.  That is the niche you can carve out here in the western suburbs of Rochester.
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And what will be the result.   Without being about numbers, attendance, membership or finances, this church will be full every Sunday, not once, but twice, and three times or more and the same during a weekday or more.  Our coffers will overflow to the benefit of the Church of Jesus Christ everywhere, and the world we live in.  You’ll look around, and you will see a Kaleidoscope of colors and a Pentecost of languages, and they’ll be a dynamic of mutual understanding and enrichment among diverse peoples.  Here, in North Chili is a peek into what the Kingdom or Realm of God will look like everywhere.  How do I know that we will get there?  We have already begun!
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