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

To begin at the beginning, with the first reading, I’ve got to say, just listen to those people whine! God has saved them, lead them with a pillar of fire and smoke, parted the red sea, killed the Egyptian army, and yet they whine. Indeed, they even want to go back to Egypt! The Psalm sums up what the people of Israel had been through, or rather what God had done for them, before the first reading, but still, they want to go back to Egypt!

It reminds me of an argument I heard that was used to support apartheid, it went something like this, ‘Yes the blacks don’t have a vote, or some freedoms, but they are still better off that the other blacks in the rest of Africa! Just look at them, squabbling starving, and squandering their resources away…’ A prison is still a prison, even if it has wonderful beds, all kinds of facilities and great food. Bars made of gold are still bars. So that apartheid argument wasn’t valid. We also now know that wasn’t all fun and games in the townships, or that non-whites didn’t have such an easy life back then. 

But back to our first reading, the people of Israel still want to go back to Egypt, back to their prison. And they whine! Actually the word that is translated as grumbling in the NIV translation is translated as complaining in the New King James, or as murmuring in the Original King James. It’s not like they were standing up and saying, ‘Listen, we have a list of grievances here’ or ‘Excuse me, we have a problem here’ no, it’s more like the people are mumbling amongst themselves ‘Well this isn’t right’ or ‘Well what a fine mess we’re in now’ 

Whining isn’t even the right word, as it implies that the person you are whining to can hear you. The point of whining is to be heard, to get the person you are whining too to change, or do something for you. Like Hannah whines, ‘I want a sweet, please can I have a sweet, I need a sweet’. These guys are just murmuring, grumbling or complaining, more like they are talking amongst themselves, without talking to God, or even Moses or Aaron. I’ll put that issue aside for now.

I can just imagine God, like any parent does with their whining child, standing with His hands on His hips, shaking His head and sighing, or even tearing His hair out in frustration as they don’t follow His instructions. God has to spell out each little instruction for His people; 

· only collect as much as you need, and what do some of them do, they collected more, and what happens, it becomes full of maggots and begins to smell.

· Then God says ‘Don’t go out and collect on the seventh day’, and what do some of the people do, they go out to collect, and guess what, there’s none there! 

It’d like me telling Hannah to put her water on the table so that Sarah can’t reach it, and pack her toys away so that we don’t trip over them, but she goes outside to play, then comes back inside and trips over the toys and spills the water. Come on… If you had just listened to me in the first place… I’ve got to say that becoming a parent has taught me volumes about how God sees us and deals with us.

What a lot God has to put up with these His ‘Chosen people’. And yet they are His ‘Chosen people’. Lets look at the Gospel now, here a Canaanite, which basically means a Gentile, approaching Jesus. What’s more, she’s a woman. If there was a scale of the importance of people, say from the roof to the floor, then, in the Jews of Jesus’ time, the Canaanites, and indeed all Gentiles were somewhere around carpet level, and a Gentile woman would be a bit below ground level. 

Now what’s interesting here, is that, Jesus who in many other places welcomes in the outcasts; the tax collectors, who would be about knee height on the scale of importance; leapers, who would be around toe height; and even on at least one occasion, in John 4, speaks to a Samaritan women of ill repute; interestingly here Jesus begins by ignoring her. 

Surely this Canaanite woman was better than the Samaritan women of ill repute He spoke to at the well in John 4? Nope, not to the Jews of Jesus’ time. Gentiles were lower than even Samaritans. Then, when His disciples press Him, that good old idea that if you knock the door will be opened, or rather in this case if you cry loud and long enough, someone will come around to sort you out, even then He dismiss her. “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel.” 

Those same lost sheep that in our first reading grumbled mumbled and complained there way though the desert. Those lost sheep? 

But the woman doesn’t give up, now she knees before Him, or as the New King James put it, she worships Him. And yet a third time Jesus dismisses her, and to add insult to injury, He calls her a dog! 

Now if Jesus had said that in our present day and age, so recently after Women’s day, with the government encouraging, or even threatening to enforce a greater role for women in higher levels of business and decision making, if Jesus had spoken to a women like that today, well He’d probably end up in court. 

But all of this is just a buildup, it’s just God testing her, like He does us too, testing not to break us, the devil does that, he tempts us so that we might fail. No, God tests us so that we might succeed. 

Just look at the response from this Canaanite women, she doesn’t run away and grumbled mumbled or complained. She comes back at Jesus in such a powerful way, “Yes, Lord, but even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.”
 Note she still called Him Lord, and her argument is so right, so true, that Jesus can only reply “Woman, you have great faith! Your request is granted.”
 

If this had happened to anyone else, I’m sure they would have been at a loss for words. You know how, when you come up with a wonderful line, you think you are going to say something so profound and important, or something that will just silence the person you are speaking to, or cast them dumbfound, I’m sure you know what I mean. 

Then you say this wonderful line, and instead of them being silenced, they reply back so quickly with something that is even more profound, it’s amazing. So amazing that you are now at a loss for words. The one example I’ve heard of this is ‘Only small things amuse small minds’, to which the reply is ‘Then why did the atom interest Einstein’.

Jesus has just had this done to Him. His wonderful dismissive line, that would silence most people is used right back at Him. And yet I’m sure that Jesus wasn’t at a loss for words. I don’t think He was even surprised. No, I think He was rejoicing, because I’m sure that He already knew what faith she had. He is God after all, so He knows everything. 

It’s like when you knock over the first in a long line of dominoes, like you might see on TV, when they have a whole room, or warehouse filled with dominoes, all lined up, and you or someone knocks over the first one, and they all fall down, right down to the last one. Doesn’t that feel great? Don’t you see them dancing on TV, when they try for a world record in domino knocking down? The Guinness world record by the way is 2,751,518
 for a group, and about two years ago Ma Lihua, who is from Beijing, worked alone; with total concentration and steady hands; for around 12 hours each day; for six weeks; to set up more than 303,000 dominos, and it took just four minutes to topple all but six down.

Now all of time and space have come together for this one particular event we read about in the gospel. Jesus knocks over the first domino by first ignoring the Canaanite woman. And what is the result? The next domino is for her to keep crying to His disciples, then they come to Jesus, He rejects her, she responds, He insults her, she replies, and the last domino is her faith being revealed for the greatness that it is and her request being granted. Just imagine Jesus dancing for joy as all His dominoes fall just as they were meant to. But it’s more than just her request being granted and her faith is also praised. You see I don’t think Jesus did that to belittle her, or see how far He could push her, I think rather that He did that to show us how to pray today. 

It’s a wonderful contradiction that the Bible is both written for the people at the time it was written, and is written for us today, indeed for all people throughout time.  So, what can we learn from how she spoke to Jesus, which is also what we call praying. 

· Well, she wasn’t deterred by the silence. Even when Jesus said nothing in reply, she kept on asking. 

· And then when Jesus said He wasn’t there to help her, she kept on asking, 

· and even when she got a reply that must have confused and hurt her, she kept on asking. 

So when we don’t think we are getting an answer to our prayer, or some people tell us that God isn’t listening to us, or can’t hear us, we should keep on praying. 

When we get an answer to something else, or for someone else, or some people tell us that God is too busy for us, we should keep on praying. 

And when we hear something that hurts or confused us, or some people say God doesn’t care for us, we should keep on praying. 

Perhaps you have picked up a pattern here, ‘keep on’. There is lot more to be learnt about praying from this small passage, but I’ll leave that for you to do as homework. When we pray this week, I’d like us to first read this passage, or think about it, and then try to pray like this Canaanite woman. We should try to pick up some habits from her in our prayer. 

And I’ll give you one thing to get you started; it’s to do the opposite of what the people of Israel were doing in the dessert. They weren’t talking to God, but rather murmuring, grumbling and complaining. We should also be certain that Jesus is with us right now, or as our collect for today puts it: 

your Son (that is Jesus) has promised that when two or three come together in his name He is there with them: open our eyes that we may see Him and our hearts that we may love Him

Finally, to wrap up my sermon I’d like to touch on the second reading for today. Where Paul deals with this issue of the Jews being God’s “Chosen people”. Firstly in verse 29 he confirms that they are still His chosen people, “God’s gifts and His call are irrevocable”.

Then he goes on, in typical Paul nature to swing between two ideas or issues, comparing and contrasting them until everyone is confused. Basically what I’m getting out of this, is that the Jews were first chosen by God to be saved, but also so that the gentiles might be saved, and now that we, the gentiles are saved, the Jewish nation will also be drawn back into complete salvation. 

Here’s an analogy, their ladder to God has lots of little steps before the final step of Jesus. Our ladder has only one step, and that is Jesus. There are three points here, their ladder is different to ours, but it still has Jesus as the final and most important step, and both ladders end at the same place or person, and that is God. 

So my prayer for this sermon is that we will all grow in our Christian maturity and not be deterred or distracted by things that are not important, or that might be put in our way to deter or distract us, or murmur, grumble and complain but that we might rather carry on. Fight the good fight, run the race to the end, and mostly, keep on praying.

Amen.

And so let us stand and profess our faith, the faith of the church on page 108.
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