9-6-09 Sermon

18th Sunday of Pentecost

Mark 7:24-37

James 2:1-10, 14-17

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

Will they notice? The answer is yes when the article reads like this in yesterday’s paper;

“It started with a dispute over a washer and dryer.

It ended with the death of a 14-month-old girl, hit in the head with a baseball bat during a prayer service.

The two men arrested in the Thursday night attack, as well as the dead girl's family, were members of Thy Kingdom Come Church in Wheaton, MN.” [Written by Vince Tuss]
It is tragic and heartrending and newsworthy I guess but it is not much of a witness to the church of Jesus Christ and I get weary of this kind of reporting. 
It seems as though the only thing that ever gets reported about the body of Christ is the controversial stuff, the fighting and arguing or the brokenness of the church – the failures of people. And people notice.
Jesus couldn’t escape notice either, but it was different with him.
He tried to and at times was successful; usually by going off to a lonely place by himself or in the case of today’s reading, by going into a house because he didn’t want anyone to know he was there. But he couldn’t escape notice.
For 2 reasons, he couldn’t escape notice; 1, he has the power to change lives and 2, the world’s need kept finding him because they knew he had the power to do something.

And people noticed. A women whose daughter had an unclean spirit heard about him and sought him out.

We may want to sit up and pay attention as we hear that simple phrase, ‘she heard about him.’ If she heard about him it means people were talking about him. If she heard about him it means people who had witnessed his power and his love or experienced it first hand were talking about him. They were not silent. And people noticed. 

When was the last time you shared with a friend, a co-worker, a neighbor, what God is doing in your life; how God is using you as a vehicle of His love?
This woman noticed. There is no greater earthly love than a mother for her children and this woman will not be put off. Even when Jesus tried to put her off with his harsh words - “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”
I can’t help but think about how often I have made the same kinds of judgments that Jesus is making here. 

The woman is an outsider; by gender, by race, by culture and yet, she notices what Jesus can do and she will not be put off by his response. Even the crumbs that fall from the masters table are enough as long as they are from the masters table.

I marvel at her insight and I think about how bankrupt and miserly we can be as the church as we withhold grace and love based on all kind of human standards – and people notice. And because of our blindness we, you and me, even miss the crumbs that fall under the table.
Jesus heals this woman’s daughter and in so doing, expands the boundaries of his love. And the people notice.
I recently saw another article in a paper from New Orleans. A friend passed it on to me. It seems that people noticed the 37,000 teenagers and chaperones that descended upon that city in July for the national youth convention of the ELCA.

And what they noticed was these teens’ spending much of their five days in that city performing some 200 community service projects.

The article said, and I quote; “In all, our Lutheran visitors from all over the United States contributed a quarter of a million volunteer hours to the people of New Orleans – and in many cases, thanked us for the chance to have done so.
The article goes on; We’re humbled. Humbled at their generosity. Humbled at the sight of so many young people traveling so far to do so much hard work during their summer vacation. Humbled that the “Katrina fatigue” felt by so many Americans was replaced, for a few days, with an enthusiasm even some of us find hard to muster some days. Regardless of your faith, or lack thereof, these excited young volunteers were an inspiration, and just one of them accomplished more good than all the preachers and politicians in the world who saw Katrina as either perverse justice or crass opportunity.

The article goes on and this is the best part.

Among the many small moments of grace between our young guests and the locals came last weekend at Betsy’s pancake House in Mid-city, which had its usual mix of Sunday morning regulars – sleepy folks with Saturday night faces and regal African-American churchwomen in their Sunday finery. Into Betsy’s dining room came nine teenagers, led by a pastor and two chaperones, looking friendly but shy and a bit out of place. Tables were rearranged; coffee was brought. The waitress, with little prompting, welcomed them and told them the tale of the coffee shop during Katrina. 
The kids were more curious about grits. They opted for white toast instead. 
“We could have gone to Burger King, but we saw this and wanted to eat at a place with neighborhood people,” said the pastor, Rev. Brian Armen, shaking hands with people who approached the table. He and his flock were from Trinity Evangelical Lutheran Church in Johnston, PA. None of them had been to New Orleans before.

Then, the waitress laid a $20 bill on the table. “That man who just left paid for some of your breakfast,” she said, and within a couple of minutes bills were being passed to the visitors from around the room - $10 here, $20 there, and the pastor’s wife began to cry, saying, “thank you,” to which the morning regulars replied, “No, thank you.”

How do you thank someone for helping to rebuild your city? It’s a question with which we’ve all wrestled during the past four years, and the answer is: you can’t. But the simple act of buying a stranger breakfast said, “Thank you” in myriad ways. Thank you for coming. Thank you for caring. Thank you for traveling to a place so unlike your own home. And, when many in the rest of the country seem to have “gotten over” Katrina and can’t understand why we can’t, perhaps the real message was: Thank you for not forgetting.

Most of all, thank you for reminding New Orleans – a city that’ so dependent on the kindness of strangers – that there are still people in this world who come to town and leave behind things more valuable than overflowing cash registers.

It seems that people do notice. When faith and works are combined with love and generosity, people notice.

Remember that sisters and brothers, when you go to eat after worship today and leave a tip and thank the waitress who is working hard. People will notice.

Remember that sisters and brothers, when you see a need and you know the power of Christ in your own life and you can respond. People will notice.
Every day, and in any and all circumstances, we who confess Christ, who know his power and love, bear witness by our faith and our works.
And they will know we are Christians by our love.

For Jesus sake. Amen

