
Sunday, August 16, 2020     

SCRIPTURE LESSON

Psalm 133 The Blessedness of Unity   How very good and pleasant it is when
kindred live  together in unity!  It is like the precious oil on the head…

1 How very good and pleasant it is when kindred live together in unity!2 It is like the
precious oil on the head, running down upon the beard, on the beard of Aaron,
running down over the collar of his robes.
3 It is like the dew of Hermon, which falls on the mountains of Zion. For there the
LORD ordained his blessing, life forevermore.

Matthew 15:21-28 - The Canaanite Woman's Faith

21 Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 22 Just
then a Canaanite woman from that region came out and started shouting, "Have
mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon.  23 But he
did not answer her at all. And his disciples came and urged him, saying, "Send her
away, for she keeps shouting after us."  24 He answered, "I was sent only to the
lost sheep of the house of Israel."25 But she came and knelt before him, saying,
"Lord, help me."26 He answered, "It is not fair to take the children's food and throw
it to the dogs."27 She said, "Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall
from their masters' table."

SERMON        "Finding Our Voice" Rev. Jordan (Skip) Dickinson 

This is one of the difficult stories about Jesus.

 Jesus and his disciples go into the Gentile (non-Jewish)

    district of Tyre and Sidon. 

    Although there were some Jewish villages there, it was not an area 

      where a single Jew would be comfortable travelling alone.  

        The situation may have been that it had become dangerous for Jesus

            to remain in Galilee at that time. Also, he may have been looking

              for some rest and time away from the crowds. 

         But his fame as a healer preceded him, and Jesus and the disciples 

            do not escape notice.  People are in need wherever they go.



A Canaanite woman found her voice because she knew of Jesus 

  and her daughter was possessed by a demon.   

She cried out, she shouted out

    for mercy, for healing, to be included in God's kingdom and rule.   

       She was hurting enough to push through barriers that were in the way.  

          She was not deterred.  

As a mother and a non-Jewish woman she found her voice

Jesus, a Jew, understood his own mission was to go to his own people, 

   especially to the "lost sheep of Israel" - to those who were excluded; 

       who did not keep up with lawful traditions; especially the poor and sick, 

           suffering from disease and hunger and demons of body, mind and soul.

The key to this story of Jesus and the Canaanite woman and her daughter 

   is the mercy that the woman seeks for herself and her daughter.  

     Although not an Israelite, she clearly knows a good deal about Jesus 

       and his reputation as a healer.  

She knows about his exorcisms in particular  (the casting out of demons), 

and that he was being talked about in messianic terms:  

     of one coming to deliver the Jews from their oppression under Roman rule.

   The woman cries out for mercy from this "Son of David."  

We find our voice in re-discovering mercy.      

When asked how does Jesus rule, a seminary professor once responded, 

    "Jesus rules by joining others in their pain."

We are called by God to find our voices.  

   We find our voice in solidarity with others in their pain 

       We listen to the voices of anguish of many Muslim immigrants 

         and their families, living in our land who often are vilified and abused

            for their religion and ethnic backgrounds.



We join our voices to the voices of African Americans in protests against

  systemic racism in our society, 

and the threats of being shot or targeted in other ways 

     for the color of their skin.  

We stand together in working for the safety and security

          of their and our future and wellbeing together.

We join our voices to Jewish neighbors and citizens of our country who have

    experienced threats from people young and old shouting hate, 

wearing swastikas; 

      reminding many of not too distant memories of the Nazi holocaust that here in

America and elsewhere in our world is rearing its head.

We find our voices by opening ourselves to mercy; to compassion.

Mercy is absolutely central to Jesus' ministry.  

    Twice in previous clashes with the Pharisees over questions of ritual 

           purity and obedience to the law of God, 

Jesus quotes the prophet Hosea 

                         "I desire mercy not sacrifice."    (Hosea 6:6)

Kyrie eleison "Lord, have mercy."  'This prayer rings down through 

    the centuries, chanted in cloisters ~ in convents and monasteries, 

        whispered in hospitals, screamed out on battlefields. 

It is the cry of the soul in the depths of anguish, a raw witness

 to the depth and the misery of the human condition.'

Feasting on the Word, Theological…Ibid, p. 258. 

In finding our voice, we begin by being in touch with our own neediness, 

 and desire to be healed.  May we be blessed to be a blessing.    

  Remembering Jesus' words to pray in the closet, we begin first within ourselves. 



      One prayer for mercy has been called the Jesus Prayer.  

"Lord, Jesus Christ, son of the living God, have mercy on me a sinner." 

         More simply, "Lord, have mercy on me." 

     

Saying this prayer continuously centered me

 when I was called on as a young minister

   in my first parish to be with a family experiencing

 the suicide of a husband and father. 

Encountering Jesus is not just a Sunday morning thing to do, It's not simply

     a nice conversation to have at leisure.  Whenever we truly meet Jesus,    

       it may come when we find our voice to cry out from the deepest corners 

               of our own lives. 

I have been a partner in Al Anon since the mid 1990s 

  when my wife and I realized we needed help, and did not have the capacity to help 

     our daughter overcome her battle with addiction.   

       Adopted into our family at 5 months of age, she first started using pain pills 

         for a back injury at work in her twenties.  In early adulthood she 

           became addicted to using medication to deal with her own inner feelings- 

             including the feeling that her birth mother had abandoned her.   

               My wife and I knew that our daughter didn't doubt we loved her, 

                and we didn't doubt she loved us.  

                 But we could not trust that she was telling us the truth 

                   instead of what she felt we wanted to hear.   

                    Yet underneath, we could feel her own shout "Help Me!"

Through more than one marriage we visited and gave support.

  Thinking I could help I remained an enabler longer than did my wife.

   We heard her pain, but had to come to accept that we were powerless, 

    we could not fix things for her.   The twelve-step group of Al Anon 



      gave us tools part of which, as many of you know, is the prayer: 

       "God, grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change, 

          the courage to change the things I can, and wisdom to know the difference."

It is often not a simple matter to find one's own voice.

I recently, pre-COVID 19, heard an example of being open to God's spirit.

   A friend said she was preparing a cake to take along with ice cream     

    to celebrate the birthday of her disabled son who lives in a group home

      in a nearby state.   A person who plans ahead, she and her husband 

        prepared to take her son out for the usual special family time and overnight.    

          Her son said on the phone, "OK. But can we not have the cake 

             and ice cream?"   "Sure, why?"  she asked.  "After I get back 

                I'd like to have it with the people where I live.   They don't have anyone 

                   visiting & bringing them anything like this."    

This mother said God's better plan was made clear,

 front and center by her son! - 

        an unexpected gift of the Spirit.    

He found his voice!   

The Cotton Patch Version of Matthew written by Clarence Jordan deliberately

places Matthew's story in the local context of a racially segregated south of the

1950s and 60s.   

'Jesus left the area of Atlanta and arrived in the region of Dalton and Calhoun. 

Then a black woman from those parts came up and started pleading with him. 

"Please, sir, help me!   My daughter is badly demon possessed."  But he didn't

answer her a word. Then his students came along and advised him, "Tell her to

scram, because she is making too much noise!"   He replied (to her and to 

his followers) "I was sent only to needy white people."    But she came and humbled

herself before him and said,  "Sir, please help me!"  He answered, "It isn't right to

take the bread from the children and throw it to the puppies."  She said,                



Yes, but even so, sir, the puppies do get the scraps from their masters' table."    

Then Jesus said to her, "Ma'am, you've got a lot of faith.  You may have whatever

you want."  And her daughter was healed from that instant.'

 Cotton Patch Version of Matthew and John, Clarence Jordan, © 1970, p. 35 (Matthew 15: 21-28)

In spite of Jesus' keen awareness, he listens to and asks information from others.   

  In this case, Matthew's Jesus is big enough not to be ashamed to learn something 

     from a Gentile Canaanite woman!   And at the end of the Matthew's Gospel

       the risen Jesus sends us forth with a gospel for all peoples and nations. 

                                            (Matthew 28:19)  

 

As a preacher I stand squarely in front of the reality that "Jesus does not always   

   come through for us as we expect.  

 Inside this story and inside our own personal stories, 

Jesus does not always stand in harmony or conform with what we hope for.  

      How do we respond honestly and re-engage our faith, 

how do we rediscover and 

       reach more deeply in our journeys of trust 

          when Jesus does not come through for us as we expect.?"   

As sincere followers let us encourage each other

 to engage honestly with difficult parts  of scripture. 

 This makes the questions we bring to our faith real and convincing             

 Jesus calls us to look at the inside, not the outside of people.  In his mercy and 

       compassion let us invite Jesus to seek out the beauty inside each of us.

              

   Amen.



MISSION MOMENT UCC

On Tuesday, August 4, 2020, massive explosions rocked Beirut, set off
by a fire near a facility that has for several years held highly combustible
chemicals at the Port of Beirut. The explosions were felt as far away as
the island nation of Cyprus, just across the Mediterranean waters. The
numbers of fatalities and injured continue to rise, even as thousands
became homeless.

The UCC and Disciples have three mission co-workers serving in
Lebanon currently, appointed through Global Ministries. We are in contact
with them. They too, are safe from harm, and are working with the
partners they serve as they determine appropriate response.

I’d like to read a bit from a report by Leda Zakarison.  She serves with the
Forum for Development, Culture, and Dialogue, Beirut, Lebanon. Her
appointment is made possible by your gifts to Our Church’s Wider
Mission, and your special gifts.
 

Taking Our First Steps Together

I’m stuck in some of the worst traffic I’ve ever experienced. And I couldn’t
be happier...

As we drive, I see dozens of Beirutis on motorbikes hanging on to
shovels and brooms while they drive. Groups in matching vests and
masks walk together towards the neighborhoods of destruction. As we get
closer I can hear music blaring. I know if I were to hop out of this cab and
walk a bit further, I’d see colorful tents set up with volunteers distributing
sandwiches and water, cleaning materials and safety gear, and hygiene
items, food parcels, and clothes to anyone who needs them.

This has been the scene at Martyrs’ Square since Wednesday, the
morning after the explosion. Before the dust had even settled, people
from all over Lebanon started contributing to relief efforts however they
could — transporting people to hospital, treating wounds, cleaning up
homes, bringing water and bread. Social media was flooded with
opportunities to help, and the message was clear — grab a broom, a
mask, and some gloves, and start cleaning. We need help everywhere.



I’ll admit, these first few hours were chaotic. And then something amazing
started to happen. As the magnitude of the need really became apparent,
organizations and individuals started assessing their skills and finding the
particular way that they could help the most.

Local bakeries are baking and donating bread by the truckful.

Beirutis of all ages are lining up outside of hospitals to donate blood

People outside Beirut are welcoming strangers into their homes and
sending caravans of supplies to the city.

Doctors, nurses, and even veterinarians are offering free first aid and
basic medical care.

Counselors are holding over-the-phone counseling sessions and sharing
basic information about trauma and psychological first-aid on social
media...

And through it all, countless volunteers have gone from home to home
across the city, shoveling piles of crumbling concrete and removing
broken glass so that rebuilding can begin and residents can return home
as quickly as possible.

The amount of destruction, the extent of the need — how would Beirut
ever even begin to recover? Where did we even start?

Humans are complex. We have a lot of needs. When we experience
trauma, there are so many different facets of aid that we require to begin
to recover. The city of Beirut is complex. The problems Lebanon faces
are not simple and require more than a one-size-fits-all solution. Watching
the response to crisis the past few days, I can’t help but think of 1
Corinthians 12 from The Message:

“The way God designed our bodies is a model for understanding our lives
together as a church: every part dependent on every other part, the parts
we mention and the parts we don’t, the parts we see and the parts we
don’t. If one part hurts, every other part is involved in the hurt, and in the
healing. If one part flourishes, every other part enters into the
exuberance.”



And what I have seen is, when given the chance to help, people find their
niche. They find the way to contribute that makes the most sense for
them.

I want to be clear: The explosion that occurred on August 4 was a
tragedy. It should not have happened. And this first stage of rebuilding is
just that — a first step...

What I have witnessed in the past few days is truly a city working as one
body, with each person a limb, sharing their gifts to begin to heal
together. I am absolutely devastated by what occurred on August 4. And
when I am at my lowest points, I look to the community around me to find
hope to continue...

In the meantime, we ask that you join us in offering fervent prayers for the
people of Lebanon

  And now dear friends, let us come together for our pastoral prayer...

PASTORAL PRAYER

Holy and loving God hear our voices as we pray together for the needs of
our world.  We cry out to you our ever present God, for our hearts are
heavy with the world’s burdens. 

We are your children united in your love and so we pray for comfort for
our kindred souls in Beirut.  We hear the stories, we see the videos, and
our hearts are filled with compassion.  We pray for relief in these days of
their suffering so that they may begin to find peace, comfort and hope in
the coming months. 

 We continue with our prayers as we have for months for those suffering
from  COVID-19.   We continue to be mindful of our neighbors as we give
thanks for our community of love.  We pray for the buddies that are
continuing their service to our friends in this often lonely and frightening
world.    

 We pray for parents as they carefully monitor the news of the upcoming
school year.  We pray for the teachers, busy preparing in new ways to
teach our children.  It is with hope that we call out to you Lord to bring



safety to those returning to college campuses all over the country.  As we
follow your ways O Lord, help us to be obedient and solid in our
dedication to educating our young folks.

Lord, we ask that you guide the political leaders in this upcoming election
process.  May they remember  that we elect them to be our
representatives.  May their voices reflect our truth, our respect and our
hope for justice not only for ourselves but for all God’s people.  

Each week Lord we pray for those on our prayer list and so at this time
we ask for your healing comfort to embrace...

As we lift our hearts in compassion, we speak the words of Isaiah, Lord,
Comfort, O comfort your people we pray. Amen.


