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You’ve seen these women before.

If you have ever visited an intensive care unit that treats children,

You know who I am talking about.

If you have walked into the Neonatal Intensive Care Unit

Or the Pedi Intensive Care Unit at DHMC,

You’ve seen the mothers and grandmothers.

They are the ones with the anguished looks on their faces. 

Some of the time

They will be just sitting by the bed of their child or infant,

Perhaps holding the child’s hand with fingers snaking around the tubes,

Or stroking their foreheads under the bandages.

Some of the time, they may be singing or reading to their son or daughter,

Watching “The Lion King” for the 12th time,

Or desperately trying to find something that will amuse their child,
And distract them from their pain.

But that is only one part of their job.

The other  major part is to act as the advocate for their son or daughter.

During rounds they corner the doctors,

Asking questions, trying to ascertain the risks,

Frantically searching for the magic bullet that will offer a cure.

While their child is sleeping,

You may see them in the DHMC library searching the internet,

Looking for clues to the nature of their child’s disease,

And any hope offered by treatments, approved or experimental.

These are the Moms
Who would do anything if it offered hope

For their suffering child.

These Moms are very much like the mother
We heard about in this morning’s Gospel.

The one with a daughter, whom Matthew described,
As being tormented by a demon.

Today we would probably say that she had a mental illness.
This mother knew her daughter was constantly suffering

And the daughter’s suffering caused the Mom endless anguish.

This Mom had heard about Jesus,

And all the healing he had done in Capernaum, 

And throughout Galilee. 

Finally, he was coming near her home,

Into the regions of Tyre and Sidon, 

The modern day country of Lebanon.

She knew beyond a shadow of a doubt

That this man Jesus could heal her daughter

If she could just somehow grab his attention.  

Like any of the desperate Moms in intensive care units,

This Mom was prepared to do whatever it took 
To secure a cure for her daughter.

She would track down this man from Galilee,
Even if it meant making a pest of herself.

She had faith that this man Jesus could cure her daughter.

In her approach to him,

She was both humble and persistent.

Her first words were spoken in a shout,

Designed to attract attention,

“Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David.”

There are four parts to this cry.

The first “Have mercy on me,”

Can mean “Take pity on me,” 
Or “Show your divine lovingkindness to me”

In the next part of this cry,

Notice that this woman,

Who was an outcast from a foreign country,

Recognized Jesus as Lord,

When many of his own countrymen and neighbors were unable to do so.

Who could fail to be moved

By the anguished look on her face,
As she explained the reason that she needed mercy.
Her daughter, the one she loved like life itself,

Was tormented by a demon.  

Her beautiful child is twisted and contorted

By an evil force that has invaded her body,

And gives her no peace.

This woman knows that the only one

Who can help her daughter,
Is this great compassionate man

Who has descended from David,

And she is prepared to do what it takes

To get his attention.  

But Jesus does not even deign to look at her.

The text says, “He did not answer her at all.”

In this scene Jesus is behaving just like those white coated doctors

Who have a schedule and an agenda

Which leaves them too busy

To address the needs and questions of every parent who tries to see them. 
Like the resident doctors who surround the famous surgeon,

Protecting him from the riff raff,

Jesus’ disciples urge him to send this bothersome, shouting woman away.   

The famous, busy Jesus,

Muses to his followers,

You know this woman is not even from the territory 

I am supposed to cover.

I am only supposed to help those from Israel.  

But this mother,

Just like the mothers of sick children everywhere,
Is not going to give up so easily.

She kneels at his feet, 

And with a look of pain on her face,

Says simply, “Lord, help me.”

Simple words spoken with such passion and hope.

You would think that anyone would soften with that desperate cry.

But still Jesus doesn’t offer to help her.

And his response to her

Does not reveal the Jesus 

Whom we think of as the shepherd to the lost sheep.

In fact Jesus’ response to her is a downright insult.

“If I took the time to help you,

It would be like taking food out of the mouths 

Of the children of Israel,

And throwing it to some foreign dog like you.”
Jesus called this woman
Who only wants help for her ill daughter,

A DOG!

We don’t know why Jesus did this.

Was he too preoccupied with all the work of try to reach the Israelites?
Did he really believe that his mission was only to Israel,

With the mission to the rest of world coming after his death?

In any event, 

His answer leaves us wondering what was in his mind and heart.
Imagine a mother in the Intensive Care Unit

Being called a dog,

By the doctor whom she thinks can save her child.  

Yet this Canaanite mother is so convinced,

So full of faith,

That this hero Jesus can save her child

That she doesn’t even argue with him

When he calls her a dog.

Do you think that you could persist

In humble faith at this point?

I don’t think that I could.

I could see myself,

Full of frustration,

Standing up to Jesus,

Saying “Who are you calling a DOG??”

I am not a dog, I am a caring parent

With a sick child, now do something about it.  

But this Canaanite woman is so filled with faith

That Jesus is Lord,

And can help her daughter,

That she swallows her pride and essentially says,

OK, Lord, so I am a dog,

But even the dogs under the table,

Catch a few crumbs that fall off the children’s plates.

She kneels there expectantly,

Just like my dogs Hunter and Bailey 

Who lay next to the table, 

Sure in the knowledge that they will get something.
She is so filled with faith,

That she believes that a few crumbs will come her way,

And that even those crumbs will indeed heal her daughter.

Finally,

With her unshakable faith,

She catches the attention

Of the busy, distracted Jesus,

Who has a different agenda,

And a different set of people

That he thought he was called to reach.

Faith trumps everything.

Her shouting, her pleas,

Her acknowledgement of Jesus as Lord

Had no impact!

But her faith that even a few of Jesus’ crumbs

Could heal her daughter,

Is what finally shakes Jesus out of his lethargy.  

Faith conquers even Jesus’ distraction filled agenda,

And pulls him out of his preconceived notions

About Canaanite women as outsiders and dogs.

With the words, “Woman, Great is your faith,”

Jesus healed her daughter at exactly that instant.

What do the Canaanite woman’s words mean for us?  

Surely she is a role model of faith.

A desperate Mom,

Who is filled with faith

That the Lord Jesus Christ

Can do anything, even heal her tormented daughter.

Later in the Gospel of Matthew,

Jesus will tell the disciples

If they had faith the size of a mustard seed,

They would be able to move mountains.

Here is a foreign woman, an outsider,

Who had faith the size of the whole giant mustard plant,

And she has managed not only to get her daughter healed,

But also to help Jesus re-direct his plan for his ministry.

We have advantages in possessing a much broader perspective of Jesus

Than this Canaanite woman.

We have four Gospel versions of Jesus’ life and ministry.

We’ve seen the crucifixion, the empty tomb, and the resurrection appearances.

We’ve heard the words from Saint Paul

About how God offers mercy for all, through Jesus Christ.

Yet how unshakeable is our own faith?

We, of the 21st century, post modern, skeptical era.
We, who have distractions aplenty to pull us away from faith.

We, who at one time trusted that science would make everything better,

But who have seen the damage wrought by the power of the human intellect.  

Have we become so skeptical about everything,

That we have cut God down to human scale,

And are unable to believe that God can do things beyond human comprehension?
In the storms of our lives,

Do we have even a speck of the faith of the Canaanite woman,

Who believed that Jesus’ crumbs were filled with power?
Or, do we have the cynicism of the disciples

Who wanted Jesus to stick with plan,

And not be distracted by a foreigner?

This story about the Canaanite woman,

Shows us the Good News that faith can indeed move mountains,

And that Jesus, who was sent for us,

Is indeed moved by the pleas of a faithful, worried parent.  

Do you have faith,

That God sees what is going on in your life,
And will show the mercy that is promised through Christ?

Are you able to cry with the Canaanite woman,

Lord, help me,
And believe that help is forthcoming?

When God’s answer is slow in coming to you,

Do you continue to believe that God answers all prayer?

May the Holy Spirit give you faith that has the persistence of the Canaanite woman.
May you hear the same words that she heard,

“Great is your faith, 
Let it be done for you as you wish!”

Amen, Amen, May it be so with you.   
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