Sermon for the Second Sunday in Lent
By the Rev. Larry Wagoner, MSW

TEXT:

Then Jesus answered and said unto her, O woman, great is thy faith: be it unto thee even as thou wilt. And her daughter was made whole from that very hour.
 In the Na(me of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,  Amen.

HOMILY:


Have you been tested? When the time came to be tested, how did you do?

When we are faced with temporary setbacks or even some major crossroads in our lives, what is our response? Do we give up at the first rejection, the first time we face opposition, or do we continue on, regardless of the opposition of others, or of the magnitude of the challenge, or of the seeming unlikelihood of being successful?

We face challenges all the time, in our personal lives, in our professional lives and in our faith lives. We face illnesses, we face job-related challenges and we face those times when our faith is strained and we question.


So when the challenges come, will we prove out our faith, as did the woman of Canaan, and remain convinced of the power, mercy, righteousness and justification of the Lord, or will we fall to the wayside at the hint of rejection or opposition?


The woman of Canaan came to Jesus to ask him to heal her daughter, who, she said, was “vexed with a devil.”
 Like any good parent, this woman had taken her child’s illness as if it were her own, and carried the pain and anguish of the affliction to Jesus, begging His help. She is referred to in the scripture as a Canaanite, but it is also noted that she came from out of the surrounding area, so she probably was a resident of Tyre or Sidon, local cities.  She likely had heard of Jesus’ great works of healing, and how He cared for all who had faith in Him.


Like the Centurion who asked Jesus’ help for his servant, she did not ask that Jesus come to her home, but clearly believed that with only His word the girl could and would be healed.


Her cries were initially met with rejection, and the disciples even asked Jesus to send her away. Perhaps they were jealous of His time, or perhaps they were weary of the constant demands from the people for Jesus’ help. Maybe they though that be protecting Him from the mass of followers who wished miracles, they might curry our Lord’s favor.

Jesus initially “answered her not a word,”
 but after a moment, responded to the woman. “I am not sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”


How cold this reply must have seemed. Jesus was telling her essentially that he had been sent to minister to Jews, not Gentiles. But it was not our Lord’s intent to refuse her, but only to give her time to further demonstrate her faith.

She came and worshipped Him, the Gospel says, and recognized Jesus as not just Lord of the Israelites, but also of the Gentiles, saying, “Lord, help me.”


When Jesus again demurred, saying, “It is not meet to take the children's bread, and to cast it to dogs,”
  she again might have given up, but she did not. Instead she continued to press her request of the Lord, knowing that it was He and He alone who could heal her daughter. 

Rather than argue about being placed among dogs, she agreed with the comparison, but noted, “Truth, Lord: yet the dogs eat of the crumbs which fall from their masters' table.”


It was as if she were saying that even if it were true that the Canaanites and others not directly in the house of Israel are lesser, still surely their close relationship with the people of Israel, and in her own case, the devotion to the Lord and God of Israel was worth something. Surely the Lord of Israel, who could do so much for His chosen people, could also assist her in her grief for her afflicted daughter. ”


 From the moment when she first addressed Jesus, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, thou son of David; my daughter is grievously vexed with a devil,”
 to the last, her faith never waivered, never flagged and never failed her.  

Indeed, so strong was her faith that it is difficult not to wonder whether Jesus was using her to demonstrate to His own disciples what real faith looked like and acted like. The disciples, after all, often had trouble holding on to their own faith.

Peter denied Jesus before our Lord stood trial before Herod.   


St. Thomas famously refused to believe the resurrection until he actually touched the wounds in the hands and side of Jesus – and in doing so earned the moniker “Doubting Thomas”.


Yet this woman, this Canaanite, so steadfastly believed in the power and the authority of Jesus to heal her daughter that she refused to let her faith waiver even for a moment – even in the face of Jesus’ own hesitation to do so.

Our faith too can bring great reward if we can hold onto it as she did.

This season of Lent is a time to reflect upon our faith, and to look deeply into our relationship with God – to plumb the depths of our trust in Him. Give all your concerns, all your troubles, all your fears, to God. Let Him uphold you, assist you and protect you in all things.  


Let us pray.


Dear Lord, grant us the strength, the dedication, the calm and the courage to trust always in You. While the woman of Canaan had only what she had heard of you to believe in, we have Your Gospels, Your teaching and Your previous death and passion from which to draw our certainty. Let our faith therefore be as strong and steadfast as a rock. This we pray through Your Son our Lord. Amen. 
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