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 Sunday 14 August 2011
A woman’s faith
Year A - Pentecost 9 - 52A
	The Mission of the Methodist Church of New Zealand
	Our Church’s mission in Aotearoa / New Zealand is to reflect and proclaim the transforming love of God as revealed in Jesus Christ and declared in the Scriptures.  We are empowered by the Holy Spirit to serve God in the world.  The Treaty of Waitangi is the covenant establishing our nation on the basis of a power-sharing partnership and will guide how we undertake mission.
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	Readings
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	Genesis 45.1-15 Joseph, who is now a governor in Egypt, reveals his identity to his brothers.
Psalm 133 It is wonderful when brothers and sisters live together in peace.
Romans 11.1-2a, 29-32 God doesn’t turn his back on his people or take back the gifts that he has given. He shows his mercy by having an open door of welcome.
Matthew 15.10-28 Jesus warns the crowd about the blindness of the Pharisees. He explains that it is the attitude of the heart that determines whether people are fit to come before God. Following this a Canaanite woman begs for pity and Jesus commends her faith and heals her daughter.
As it is Lay Preachers Sunday today try to involve as many lay people as possible in the service. If you are involving unqualified or inexperienced lay people to take the service from the Matthew reading, give them plenty of lead time as the passage is not straight-forward. (Genesis may be easier.)


	Introduction / Summary

	We are now into the second half of our present series Jesus: Parables, miracles and oracles:
10 July

Matthew 13.1-9, 18-23
A story about a farmer

17 July

Matthew 13.24-30, 36-43
Weeds in the wheat

24 July

Matthew 13.31-33, 44-52
Parables of the Kingdom

31 July

Matthew 14.13-21

Feeding 5000

7 August
Matthew 14.22-33

Walking on water

14 August
Matthew 15. 10-28

A woman’s faith

21 August
Matthew 16.13-20

Who is Jesus?

28 August
Matthew 16.21-28

Take up your cross
The Methodist General Board of Discipleship website points out the parallels between the first and second halves of today’s gospel reading, with the second half illustrating the first. The early part of the chapter suggests that unclean hands or food need be no barrier to receiving God’s grace. The following story of the Canaanite woman shows an unclean (Gentile) woman and her daughter with an unclean spirit to be recipients of God’s grace. The following suggestion is made as to how the passage could be read in your worship service:

   Reader 1: Matthew 15.10-11
   Reader 2: Matthew 21-23a 

   Pause for reflection
   Reader 1: Matthew 15.12-14
   Reader 2: Matthew 15.23b-26 

   Pause for reflection
   Reader 1: Matthew 15.15-20
   Reader 2: Matthew 15.27-28 

   Silence
The problem
Today’s passage is found in both Matthew’s and Mark’s gospels. Both accounts of Jesus’ interaction with the Canaanite woman present a problem. They tell us that
when she approaches Jesus and begs for mercy, his first response is to do nothing. As she persists, he reacts by saying, “It isn’t right to take food from the children and throw it to the dogs.” (Matthew 15.26)
How could Jesus have said such a thing? It is an insult in our own context as it was in his. Several commentators suggest that these remarks are made by Jesus with a twinkle in his eye and a smile on his face, so that what we have recorded by Matthew is some light-hearted banter. I’m inclined to think that you’d be hard pressed to find this interpretation in the text. The answer that the text does give however (Matthew 15.24) is that Jesus sees himself on a Jewish mission sent only to God’s covenant people. However, if this be the case, we know that he has already made an exception by healing the servant of the Roman centurion (Matthew 8.5-13). His mission now seems to be increasingly to the world. Perhaps we can read into all this that Jesus has a growing realisation of the broad scope of his ministry and mission.


	Broader / Personal

Preparation

	Strictly ballroom (1992 - PG) This Australian movie has parallels with Jesus’ interaction with the Pharisees and scribes in our gospel passage today. Set in the world of competitive ballroom dancing Scott (Paul Mercurio) with partner and Fran (Tara Morice) upset the traditionalists and challenge ballroom dancing culture by breaking all the rules and dancing their own steps. A lovely metaphor!


	Creativity /

Visual Aids
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	Signs
Make up a series of signs and display them around the church:
    Wash your hands 

    Say grace before the meal
    Go to church on Sunday
    Recite the Lord’s prayer

    Read the Bible 

    Give to the poor
If you are following the thoughts from the sermon outline below you could display the signs without making any further comment. 
If not, you will need to get people to read the signs and talk to the person next to them about following the instructions on the signs. Which ones would be pleasing to God?

Wrap up by saying that Jesus answer is, “None. These things don’t please God at all if our heart isn’t right.” 
They are all good things, but we can look like we’re doing all the right things and still be out of step with God. What God seeks is a heart surrendered to him. 
Jesus says that we can tell what is in the heart by what we say. Words full of lies, criticism, name-calling, or falsehood all indicate that our heart isn’t right.
Read Matthew 15.18-20:
“The words that come out of your mouth come from your heart. And they are what make you unfit to worship God. Out of your heart come evil thoughts, murder, unfaithfulness in marriage, vulgar deeds, stealing, telling lies, and insulting others. These are what make you unclean. Eating without washing your hands will not make you unfit to worship God.” CEV


	Preaching thoughts and Questions

	Jesus and the Pharisees seem to be growing increasingly intolerant of each other, and it is all a matter of world-view.  For the Pharisees the most important thing in life was to please God. By following a list of what they believed to be God-given rules and regulations, ceremonies, rituals and traditions, they lived their lives to do just that. Jesus, with his popular appeal and colourful stories was drawing the crowds and teaching them a religion of the heart. That would be okay, but Jesus and his followers are accused of breaking all the rules: working on the Sabbath, not washing before eating and eating the wrong food. So the Pharisees confront him. That’s when the fireworks really start. 
“Don’t talk to me about dirty hands”, responds Jesus, “it’s dirty thoughts, not dirty hands that pollute people. All the terrible things that people do come from the inside, not the outside.” 
And, never short of a word-picture, Jesus then says that they have placed themselves in the Father’s kingdom like a plant that’s been planted where it’s not supposed to be. It will be rooted up! Not only that they are like blind guides… leading the blind. They’ll all fall in the ditch!
Following this heated exchange it was time for Jesus to get away again. This time he headed so far north that he is out of Israel altogether in the region of Tyre and Sidon (in present day Lebanon). The only two times that the gospels record Jesus leaving the country are his escape south to Egypt as a child and this trip up north. It is here in the north that he will be away from the disapproving gaze of the Pharisees and scribes. He will also be away from the continued pressing demands of the crowd who see him as Saviour. But it is also here that he meets a Canaanite woman who desperately pleas for the health of her daughter. It is difficult to understand the harsh response that Jesus has to this needy woman. He first of all ignores her. Then the disciples ask him for shoo her away. Finally, when he does address her, he quotes the saying, “It’s not right to take food away from the children and feed it to the dogs” (Matthew 15.26). 
Jews considered Gentiles to be unclean. Therefore this comparison with dogs scavenging for food fits with the religious mindset that they had at that time.
So what are we to make of all this? 
Look to the heart

“Your disciples forgot to wash their hands,” say the accusing Pharisees.
“So what?” says Jesus. (A very loose paraphrase Matthew 15.2-3)

Now there’s nothing wrong with washing your hands before you eat. In fact it’s a jolly good idea. In the minds of the Pharisees this had gone from a hygienic necessity to an obligatory ceremonial ritual. As far as they were concerned it impacted their standing before God. 

The question for us is, “Do we please God by our outward observances?” You know what I mean by this. Does it please God that we do things like: 
    saying grace before a meal? 
    attending church?
    becoming a lay reader? 
    going on Parish Council? 
    reading the Bible? 
    or giving to the poor? 
They are all good things, but Jesus answer is, “No. These things don’t please God at all if our heart isn’t right.” We can look like we’re doing all the right things and still be out of step with God. What God seeks is a heart surrendered to him. And he opens the door to his kingdom for those who, like the Canaanite woman, come with faith and humility. The point that Jesus is making is the one he made earlier in his Sermon on the Mount. It is the pure in heart that get to see God (Matthew  5.8).
Persist
It certainly is easy to feel sorry for this poor Canaanite woman pleading for Jesus to have pity on her tormented daughter. The disciples find her a nuisance. They want to get rid of her. The initial reaction of Jesus is anything but welcoming. It’s insulting. But she doesn’t give up. There is too much at stake, and all her hope is in Jesus.  
Maybe like her, in coming into the church community, you had hoped to find your own answers and solutions. But a minister or someone else from the church has offended you in some way. It happens. Just at the time when you thought they’d help, they pushed you away instead. It’s easy to give up.
But don’t give up. The church is the community of hope. Christ is the one who offers us life everlasting. Our natural response after receiving rebuttal is to argue our case. We don’t deserve to be treated like that! We are as good and worthy as the next person. But that’s not the course that the woman in our story takes. She realises her need of God’s grace and mercy. In the end the Lord responds to her faith and humility. 
And that’s the route that we all have to take. We are not worthy. We are totally dependent on God’s grace and mercy, and it is in coming with an attitude of humility that we find acceptance and help. 
Like other stories that we have found in the gospel, this one is an encouragement to persist. If we don’t get our prayers answered straight away in the way that we want - keep on. Don’t be put off. Persist in making that request. Put all your hope in him and don’t give up.
Broaden our focus
Jesus had been focused on his mission to the Jews. In fact he had also instructed the disciples that this was where their mission focus was to be also. “Do not go among the Gentiles” (Matthew 10.5) he told them as he sent them out. Now all that is becoming redundant. People of other nations are hearing the message and receiving God’s blessing: 
    A Roman centurion who is concerned for his servant 
    and a Canaanite woman worried about her daughter. 
There is a change in focus. The mission is enlarging. Shortly Jesus will be telling the disciples to “go to the people of all nations” (Matthew 28.19) and he will foretell the time when “the good news about the kingdom has been preached all over the world and told to all nations.” (Matthew 24.14). In the imagery of the First Testament, this new instruction is to “Make your tents large. Spread out! Think big! Use plenty of rope, drive the tent pegs deep” (Isaiah 54.2 - The Message).
Where is the focus of our mission and ministry? Is it just at church and at home? Maybe it’s time to broaden our focus. Have we seriously thought that we have a ministry to our neighbours, our workmates or those around us at school? Have we ever thought that God has put us in these places for his purposes? And what about our church community? Where is our outreach? Have we begun to restrict it to those who come to us? Who are the outsiders that are calling out to us? Perhaps it’s the homeless in the inner city or the starving thousands in facing famine in the Horn of Africa? Disciples have always been sent out with the gospel. How can we as a church break new ground by developing a concern for the outsiders and the despised in our country and in our world?



	Quotes

	“The expectancy that hopes great things of God is passport to the kingdom.” 
George A Buttrick (In Interpreters Bible Vol 7: Matthew & Mark p442)
“You have to want to see something in a new light before you’ll be able to do it.” Odo Hirsch (In Will Buster and the Crucible Choice p61)


	Music

AA:  Alleluia Aotearoa

CMP:  Complete Mission Praise
HIOS: Hope is our Song

FFS: Faith Forever Singing

MHB: Methodist Hymn Book
H&P: Hymns and Psalms

S1:  The Source

S2:  The Source 2

S3:  The Source 3
SIS: Scripture in Song
WHV:  With heart and Voice
WOV:  With One Voice

	Hymns & Songs
All hail the power of Jesus name MHB 91; WOV 159: H&P 252; CMP 13; S1 7
All praise to our redeeming Lord MHB 745; WOV 367; H&P 753; CMP 19
Beloved let us love SIS 125

Bind us together Lord SIS 185; S1 51; CMP 54; S1 51
Christ for the world we sing MHB 805; H&P 789
Father make us one SIS 153; CMP 137; S3 1200

God of grace and God of glory WOV 543; H&P 712; CMP 192
In Christ alone S3 1311
In Christ there is no east or west WOV 391; H&P 758; CMP 329
How good and how pleasant S1 187

I walk by faith S1 253

Jesus at your name CMP 355; S1 273
Jesus shall reign MHB 272; WOV 136; H&P 239; CMP 379; S3 1376
Jesus Christ, you are the Son of God S2 827

Let our love shine out HIOS 88

Let there be love SIS 322; CMP 411; S1 317
Let the words of my mouth SIS 124
Purify my heart CMP 921; S1 436

Rock of ages MHB 498; WOV 157; H&P 273; CMP 582; S2 950
Rock of ages (arr Lewis) S2 951

There’s a wideness in God’s mercy WOV 72; H&P 230; CMP 683
Who’ll stand as Christ today WHV 34

Who sweeps the stable? HIOS 154
Wisdom be our guide HIOS 156



	Prayers
Ctrl+Click to 

follow link

	Collect

God of the nations, 

to whose table all are invited 

and in whose kingdom no one is a stranger: 

hear the cries of the hungry 

and mercifully extend to all the peoples on the earth 

the joy of your salvation; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
© The Methodist Worship Book (Peterborough, England: Methodist Publishing House, 1999)
General Confession

Almighty and merciful God,

Father of our Lord Jesus Christ,

we confess that we have sinned against you

and against our neighbour.
We have sinned in thought, word and deed,

through negligence, through weakness,

through our own deliberate fault.

We have not loved you with our whole heart.
We have not loved our neighbours as ourselves.

We are truly sorry

and repent of all our sins.

For the sake of your Son, Jesus Christ,

who died for us,

in your mercy forgive us all that is past

and grant that we may serve you in newness of life

to the glory of your name.

Help us to amend what we are,

and direct what we shall be;

that we may do justly,

love mercy,

and walk humbly with you, our God.

Amen

Psalm 133

How good and pleasant it is 
when God’s people live together in unity! 
It is like precious oil poured on the head, 
running down on the beard, 
running down on Aaron’s beard, 
down on the collar of his robe. 
It is as if the dew of Hermon 
were falling on Mount Zion. 
For there the Lord bestows his blessing, 
even life forevermore.

New International Version (NIV) Copyright © 1973, 1978, 1984, 2011 by Biblica, Inc.
More prayers written in an Australian context by Moira Laidlaw.
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	Dogs fed from the table
Does someone in your group have an obedient and compliant pet dog? Get them to bring it along. Failing that you could project or print the picture on the left. 
Ask the children if they also have a pet dog. Is it an indoor or an outdoor pet? What do you feed it? Do you ever feed it food from the table when you are eating? (Like slipping it crust or steak bone?)

Use this as an introduction to reading the story of the Canaanite woman from a children’s Bible. Just as adults have difficulty with this story (see introduction above) children will too, so you will need to unpack it a bit:

When the woman in the story came to Jesus for help he said that it’s not right to take food from the children at the table and feed it to a dog. He meant that, at this time, he was sent to help the Jewish people and she was not a Jew. However, of course, he cared for her and had pity on her. When she mentioned that dogs sometimes get the scraps under the table he praised her for her faith and healed her daughter.
In a sense we are all like the dog under the table. The dog hasn’t done anything to deserve a snack, but gets it anyway. We don’t really deserve God’s love, but he gives it to us anyway. God showed his love for everyone by sending Jesus.

If you have a real dog present, you could wrap up by getting one of the children to feed it a biscuit.

See also ‘Signs’ in the creativity section above.



	PowerPoint
Ctrl+Click to 
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	If you Google images for “dog begging at table” you’ll get a host of wonderful cutesy images that will make your congregation feel all warm and fuzzy.

On the other hand www.biblical-art.com has a selection of images of Christ and the Canaanite woman including this one (complete with dog) by Carracci .
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© 10 minutes on a Tuesday is a Refresh Resource. Unless otherwise acknowledged all material is prepared by Andrew Gamman. While every effort has been made to acknowledge source material, if you believe unacknowledged work has been quoted, contact the email address below to request that it be acknowledged or removed. Material included here may be freely used and reproduced for the immediate purpose of worship. Permission must be sought to republish in any form, or to reproduce for commercial gain. If you wish to share the content with others you may do so by linking through the NZ Methodist website. For more information on this and other resources, contact andrew@missionresourcing.org.nz or 09 525 4179 (w) 
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Mission Resourcing: Inspiring and resourcing our communities for a journey with Christ that enriches lives and relationships 
2

[image: image6.jpg]


