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Lent 2  

I Thessalonians 4:1-7      Ps 123     Matthew 15:21-28

 Do you like visiting foreign countries? What’s your experience when the language is different, the customs are different, even the religion is different? Does that make you uncomfortable, or is it an exciting challenge?

 There’s an old story of two tourists from England who decided to go to Canada and take the train across the country. Coming on to the prairies at Winnipeg, they were amazed at the flat landscape going on for mile after mile, so unlike the hills and dales of England. After so much prairie rolling by their window, they fell asleep, and didn’t wake up until the train stopped in a station in a city. Not knowing where they were, they got on the platform and asked a passerby where they were. The fellow answered, “Saskatoon, Saskatchewan.”

 One turned to the other and said, “Did you hear that? They don’t even speak English here!”

 Getting out of our familiar culture is an encounter that teaches us many things. And, it’s safe to say, God will use uncomfortable encounters to teach us.   
 Galilee was a kind of crossroads district. All sorts of foreigners passed through it. Jesus grew up hearing various languages in the marketplace, and as a carpenter his work would have taken him outside Nazareth. On his mission, Jesus travelled to foreign places, like when he went into Samaria. Normally, Jews and foreigners didn’t mix. 
 When Jesus began his ministry, it didn’t take him long to cross borders. Just to the north of Galilee would be pagan territory, the districts of Tyre and Sidon, on the seacoast. To a Jew, Tyre or Sidon or Syria all mean one thing: pagan.   

 Long ago, God said through the prophet Isaiah, about pagan religion, “They keep on praying to gods that cannot save. Turn to me and be saved. For I am God, and there is no other.” 
 While Jesus was in this pagan district, a local woman came up to him and said, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of David, my daughter is severely oppressed by a demon.”
 So, this pagan woman knows about Jesus. Her daughter is in real trouble, demon trouble, and she sees a healer. She is prepared to put her faith in him, despite them being so different. She is a model of simple, persistent faith.
 What makes this moment strange is that just a few miles way is a pagan temple for local pagan healing. But she doesn’t go there. She cries for help to this Jewish healer who is in her neighbourhood. She needs help now.
 She calls him “Lord, Son of David.” But Jesus doesn’t answer her.  He doesn’t say no, and he doesn’t say yes.
 The disciples tell Jesus, “Get rid of her, will you, she keeps bothering us.”
 As usual, the disciples are thinking of themselves. How often must we persist in our faith, despite what Jesus’ other followers say to us?
 Jesus answers the disciples, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” What does he mean?
 Not long before this, Jesus gave the twelve apostles instructions. “Go nowhere among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”

 Job number one was to preach the gospel to Israel, then to the pagans and Gentiles, but not yet.
 Yet, here is Jesus in what is clearly pagan territory. It’s like he’s breaking his own rules. He knew that people would recognize him and ask him to cure them. Somehow, this Canaanite woman knew about his healing power, and who he was, the “Son of David.” But so far he hasn’t answered her.
 We will do incredible things to get help for our children. She is a mother looking for help. What would you do? Would you persist? Would you speak heart-to- heart with Jesus, like she does? Would you plead for your child?
 Will we persist in faith, even when the Lord doesn’t answer right away? What if his first answer appears to be “No”?
 She won’t give up. She throws herself at Jesus’ feet and says, “Lord, help me.”
 Here is a lesson in prayer. A few years ago, Anne LaMotte wrote a book called “The Three Essential Prayers: Help, Thanks, and Wow.”

 All our prayers to God come down to these three prayers: Help, Thanks, and Wow.
 Anne LaMotte wrote a final chapter in her book, titled, “Amen.” Having prayed, “Help, God,” or, “Thanks, God,” or “Wow, God,” then we give it all over to God with our final prayer: “Amen.”
 And then we have to wait for God’s answer. Will God’s answer be “No,” or “Yes,” or “Wait longer”? 

 Jesus finally says to the woman, “It is not right to take the children’s bread, and throw it to the dogs.” This sounds a lot like “No” to her plea for her daughter.
 But she won’t give up. She hasn’t actually heard him say “No,” so she persists.  
 She kneels down before him, offering more than mere respect. She humbles herself, and says:

 “Oh yes, Lord, but even the dogs get to eat the scraps that fall from their master’s table.”
 Jesus says to her, “Oh woman, your faith is great; let it be done for you exactly as you want.” And her daughter was healed at that instant.

 Jesus commends her for her faith. Persistent in her faith, she believes in Jesus. She puts herself at the feet of Jesus. She surrenders. And by surrendering, she wins.
 Faith needs a full and free surrender. It’s not easy.

 We will end with the prayer of humble access: “We do not presume to come to this thy table Lord, trusting in our own righteousness, but in thy manifold and great mercies. We are not worthy so much as to gather up the crumbs under thy table Lord, but thou art the same Lord, whose property is always to have mercy.” Amen.
