Showing Mercy
Matthew 15:21-28

Grace and peace to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ


Imagine with me for a moment what it was like for Jesus in our Gospel reading.  He was surrounded by people telling him what to do.  On one side his disciples were shouting, “Send her away!  Send her away!”  And on the other side, the Canaanite woman was shouting, “Lord, have mercy on me!  Lord, help me!”  Imagine now Jesus caught in the middle of all this shouting, caught in between his disciples urging him to send her away on the one hand, and the Canaanite woman crying out for his help and mercy on the other.


 The disciples urge Jesus to do what would have been acceptable for a Jewish man in the first century to do: send the non-Jewish outsider, the Canaanite woman away.  And Jesus seems to side here with his disciples.  He tells his them, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”—his own people.  He doesn’t respond to the woman’s cries for mercy.  When she persists and comes to kneel before him, Jesus answers her, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”  Which was a shockingly harsh way of saying that he hadn’t come to serve her.
But when it comes down to it, Jesus doesn’t finally send her away.  And the Canaanite woman doesn’t take off either.  Like only a mother who fiercely loves her children could know, she was so driven by her need for God to heal her daughter that Jesus surprisingly realizes God’s mercy is for her too.  
After all, this woman’s need for God’s mercy leads her to Jesus in the first place.  Her need for God’s mercy leads her to shout out to Jesus, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.”  Her need for God’s mercy makes it possible not to become discouraged and give up when Jesus doesn’t answer her at first.  Her need for God’s mercy leads her to come and kneel before Jesus, saying, “Lord, help me.”  And her need for God’s mercy leads her to insist at least in sharing in the crumbs of mercy that fall from the table—the table, around which sit the people of Israel whom Jesus came to serve.  Despite everything she faced, her need for God’s mercy leads the Canaanite woman to Jesus.  And it’s Jesus who finally doesn’t send her away but shows her mercy—who gives her a share of the crumbs that fall from the table by healing her daughter.
This Canaanite woman’s journey to mercy is our journey too.  We are in need of God’s mercy too.  We seek that kind of healing that only comes when God shows us mercy.  We seek healing for ourselves and for those we care for, healing of physical illness, healing of relationships in which there is brokenness and hurt, healing during those times we lose the people we love to sickness and death, and healing when our own selfishness and sin separates us from God.  So we gather together, like we are today, hoping to hear Jesus’ words of mercy for us, hoping for healing.
As your intern pastor—during what’s really been a wonderful year for me—I have seen God show mercy to you.  In homes and in hospitals, I have visited people whom God healed from physical, emotional, and spiritual sickness because you prayed for them.  I have seen God in his mercy use your prayers to provide healing for yourselves and others.  I have seen the power of God’s forgiveness through Jesus set you free from whatever sins and burdens threatened to separate you from God.  
I have seen the power of God’s love set you free to serve others in remarkable ways.  For instance, I had the opportunity to lead different Confirmation small groups throughout the year.  I remember the students wrestling with how to make connections between the Christian faith and their own lives.  Well, it turned out that quite a few of the students in those small groups helped me out with games during the week of Vacation Bible School earlier this summer.  And I was amazed by how helpful they were—how they so willingly put their faith into action to teach the younger kids fun and silly games and be good role models for them.  They were living out the faith they were taught in Confirmation.  
I have also seen God’s mercy poured out through you to people that God has called you to serve—when I had an opportunity to work side by side with you at Loaves and Fishes and Feed My Starving Children.  And I have seen God show mercy to you during the more difficult times in life—similar to when the Canaanite woman cried out to Jesus, and there was no answer at first.  When we or others don’t heal and recover as we’d hoped to, or we are overwhelmed by fear about our future which in many ways is beyond our control, God still shows mercy.  At times like those, God shows mercy by bringing people who care about you into your life; comforting you in your fear, anxiety, and grief; and giving you hope in the promise of new life in Christ, a future that is finally secure with God.
During my year at Augustana, you have also personally shown me God’s mercy.  As a newcomer, I was excited, anxious, and not sure what to expect.  None of us had done this before.  I had never been an intern pastor before, and you had never had an intern pastor come and serve here for a year before.  Yet you were willing to welcome Jula and me.  You have been gracious, supportive, and encouraging, which has made all the difference for our time here.  You have helped to make it a year filled with learning, growth, and challenges to step out in faith and trust the gifts and abilities God has given me.  You have shown me God’s mercy by sharing your lives with me, teaching me, and allowing me to do ministry here.  
I still remember back in March when I taught a class on Christian discipleship for my Internship Project.  I remember people sharing their reasons for attending the class.  One of them was, “We wanted to come support what you’re doing here, Brad.  We wanted to hear what you had to say.”  You all in different ways have helped to affirm my call to ministry.  And you have inspired me to greater faith and confidence that God is forming me through all the new experiences I’ve had—preaching, teaching, doing worship, providing pastoral care, and becoming a leader.
Finally, you have shown Jula and me God’s mercy by inviting us to be a part of your lives.  You have invited us to worship with you, to sing with you, to pray with you, to exchange stories with you, to share meals with you, and to laugh with you.  We have both felt at home here, and we will miss you.  Life will continue to change for me as I return to the seminary for my final year of classes and anticipate my first call to a congregation.  And life will continue to change for you in various ways as well.
But there is something that will not change for any of us.  There is something that we can count on to stay the same.  God will continue to show you mercy, as God has promised, and God will be stretching you to show mercy to others.  Remember, even Jesus himself was caught in that tension between sending the Canaanite woman away on the one hand and showing her mercy on the other.  We find ourselves there too—challenged to show mercy to people whom we’d just as soon send away.  Our lives continue to be caught in that tension between the drive to send others away and the desire to show them mercy.  Indeed, the cries of the Canaanite woman calling out for mercy continue to echo in our homes, schools, churches, places of work, and in the wider world.  
Wherever there are those cries for God’s mercy, God will be stretching you to show mercy.  Showing mercy could be speaking and acting kindly toward someone who is hurting.  It could be telling them of God’s love and forgiveness through Jesus who gives us hope for new life. It could be taking time to listen to them and serve them.  It could be offering to pray with them.  It could be lots of different things.  
Because God has shown us mercy, God will always be stretching us to show mercy to others.  

For all the ways that you’ve shown God’s mercy to me during my time at Augustana, and for all the ways God will show mercy through you, I say, “Thank you.”  Thanks be to God.  Amen.
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