Sermon 9-10-06

14th Sunday of Pentecost

Isaiah 35:4-7a

Mark 7:24-37

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen

Rev. Patrick Malone is a Jesuit priest who works in the Dominican Republic. He is a West St. Paul boy and he was recently interviewed by Pamela Miller of the Star Tribune when he was home.

Father Malone was an associate pastor at St. Luke’s Catholic Church in St. Paul and when the Towers came down on 9-11 he volunteered to help and found himself at ground zero ministering to the rescue workers.

Listen to a portion of this interview;

“I worked with the first responders. The diggers wanted [the clergy] there; they were extremely ready to talk. It was so raw there, and despite the chaos and noise, a religious, spiritual place. 
They were looking for the dead. We became attuned to the sights and smells of death. The police and firemen who had fallen, many had thick protective suits that were preserved and easy to identify, and whenever one was found, there would be great reverence. This messy, smelly, noisy place was holy ground. We who were there in the pit defined ourselves by before and after this time.”
I’m struck by his last sentence – how applicable it is to so many of our lives and in so many situations – we who were there in the pit defined ourselves by before and after this time.
When she shows up at the house Jesus was hiding in because he didn’t want to be noticed – she was in the pit – a pit that only a mother would understand – a mother whose love for her child would know no boundaries.

I suspect her life was defined by her daughter’s illness. When a mother has a child in distress it is part of every waking hour and it never goes away.
She seeks out Jesus because she is looking for salvation.

She seeks Jesus because she has heard about him and she wonders; perhaps he can do something for my daughter.
She came and bowed down at his feet. And then Mark tells us a little about this woman - she was a Gentile, she was not Jewish.

She begged Jesus to cast the demon out of her daughter. So she went home, found the child lying on the bed, and the demon gone.Then he said to her, “For saying that, you may go—the demon has left your daughter.” But she answered him, “Sir, even the dogs under the table eat the children’s crumbs.” He said to her, “Let the children be fed first, for it is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” 
Salvation comes.

There is a before and an after and while there are certainly a number of things about this story that we could analyze and talk about – what strikes me about this encounter is the unpleasantness of it all.

Jesus seems reluctant to help – it seems like he wants nothing to do with her. There is a messiness to this story that doesn’t sit well with us who want a nice clean whitewashed faith with everything in its proper order.
But this woman – this mother pushes deeper into the pit – she ignores the insult of Jesus – she has one thing on her heart and one thing only – she knows in her heart that Jesus has the power to do something.

She knows Jesus has the power of salvation for her daughter.
And she is willing to settle for the crumbs that find there way under the table – and salvation comes.

The prophet Isaiah puts it this way – writing to a people who are in exile – a people for whom God seems far away.

Say to those who are of a fearful heart, “Be strong, do not fear!
Here is your God. He will come and save you.”
Isn’t that the defining factor when we are in the pit – fear?
Isn’t that the one thing that grips us the hardest and feels like it won’t let go – a fearful heart.
And isn’t it also true that when fear seems to have a grip on our hearts that won’t let go – God shows up – salvation appears in some - way - shape or form. Unlooked for – unexpected – but it appears.
I was speaking with a friend recently who about a year ago went through a very significant life change. It wasn’t a pleasant change or one that was sought out and it was very painful and felt like death.

But she said something to me that really caused me to sit up and take notice – she said that this past year has been a year of tremendous spiritual growth for her in her life.
She said to me – I am so grateful for the presence of God in my faith community and in the lives of the people there.
Salvation comes – Jesus is present – little girls are healed of their demons – weak hands that can no longer hang on are strengthened. Weak knees that can no longer stand are made firm.

Hearts that are gripped by fear are released and the fear is replaced by a peace which passes all human understanding.

Salvation comes to you and me and is revealed in the life of a faith community that dares to proclaim in word and deed the presence of a living savior who has conquered sin, death and the devil.

Patrick Malone concluded his interview with Pamela Miller by saying this – “9/11 helped me to know even more that we are not Christian because of what we say, but because of what we believe.

Do you believe in the Paschal mystery? In life from death? 
That question has helped me get back to the roots of my faith. If you are in a state of desolation and despair, remember that the human spirit is incredibly capable of coming back to life. I saw that in the pit. I was close to the cross there. And to me, the cross says: The violence stops here. You can perpetuate the unfairness in the world, or you can let [Jesus] absorb it.”

If you believe that salvation comes – then it changes everything.
It changes how you look at life; 
how you experience life;

how you engage life.

And when you are close to the cross – you begin to understand that it is in the cross where the fear and the pain and the uncertainty of the world and our lives is absorbed and it is replaced by the wonder, the mystery and the grace of a love that will not let us go.

Salvation comes – today – right now – thanks be to God. Amen
