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Matthew 15:21-28

HJesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon. 2 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.” * 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.” 2 He answered, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” 2 But she came and knelt before him, saying,
“Lord, help me.” 2 He answered, “It is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” " She said, “Yes, Lord,
yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’l?l table.” 2 Then Jesus answered her, “Woman, great is your
faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was healed from that moment.

And from Romans, chapter 12, v. 2: ‘Do not be conformed to this world, but be transformed by the renewing of
your minds, so that you may discern what is the will of God—what is good and acceptable and perfect.’” Be transformed,
be changed, by the renewing of your minds.

In his chapter on courage, Scott Black Johnston writes, citing C.S. Lewis: ‘courage is not simply one of the virtues
but the form of every virtue at its testing point. Grace sounds amazing, until we learn that it includes all the wrong
people, people we never thought God would let in. It takes courage then to believe it and practice it at that breaking
point. Faith sounds like a no-brainer until we enter our own dark night of the soul or lose something that defined who we
are. Hope or prudence seem easy enough with a little optimism and the power of positive thinking until, in Kipling’s
words, we have to try and keep our head ‘when all about us are losing theirs and blaming it on us.”

There are certain books that sit on my bookshelves that I do not regard as inanimate objects, but living things
whose words have animated me and have the potential to do so again. They are also a comfort and a help and whose
contents are there for me whenever I need them. Sometimes I go looking for them, just to make sure they are there, kind
of like a security blanket, or an old friend, still there to provide comfort, support, and a reminder of what’s important to

the world God so loves. One of those books is entitled the Unsilent South and it is a collection of sermons preached by

Presbyterian ministers in the southern United States in the 1950s and 1960s. It is the story in editor Donald Shriver’s
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words, of those who out of love sought to bring home the words of God which burned in their hearts, and it is the story of
what happened when they did. It is the story of some who were forced out of their pulpits after preaching these sermons
and who suffered ‘disappointment, frustration, the alienation of friends, rejection and hatred of their neighbors,
disruption of congregations, economic pressure, harassment, and the threat of physical violence.”

But it is also a collection of sermons and stories about people who read scripture and discerned that the Holy
Spirit was pointing them to go beyond some arbitrary human boundary to follow where God wanted the good news of
the gospel to get into all of God’s world.* But the main reason I hold on tightly to this collection of sermons, the reason I
want to keep that book at my side and near to hand is because it is a reminder of courage, of seeing that God is calling us
to more than church maintenance or preserving the status quo of our world or uncritically embracing whatever new
ideology of the left or the right is en vogue at the moment, but rather to challenge us to become what God has called us to
be. Those who come to church singing ‘Just as I am,” Will Willimon, reminds us, inchoately know that Jesus intends
never to leave [us] just as [we] are.” It takes courage to change or better yet, it takes courage to try and become the
people God intends us and wills us and invites us to become; it takes courage.

Change is a given. The Greek Philospher Heraclitus has reminded generations of us that we can never step into
the same river twice, not just because the river is in perpetual motion, but we are not the same person either. There is a
verse in the hymn Abide with Me, Fast Falls the Eventide, that goes like this: ‘Swift to its close ebbs out life’s little day;
earth’s joys grow dim; its glories pass away; change and decay in all around I see. O thou who changest not, abide with
me.’ That said, our scripture lessons today in Jonah and in Matthew, not to mention our reading from Romans all point us
to a dynamic grace that reflects a change of mind at work in the life of God, a dynamic grace that reflects a transformation
of the mind in the person of Jesus, and a dynamic grace that changes us to become closer to the persons who are in Jesus
Christ.

In his book aptly titled Changing My Mind, Will Willimon reminds us that changelessness (immutabilitas in Latin)
‘was an unfortunate compliment medieval philosophy tried to pay to God, but is probably not the best description of a

God who is dynamic and intensifying, not fossilized, static, frozen, and stuck.® Jonah is told to preach a word of judgment
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to the Ninevites, his sworn enemies, he doesn’t want to go, he runs the other way until a fish spits him back out in the
direction of Nineveh. Thought it was never his plan for himself, he gets the job done and preaches repentance, and then
God uses his word to offer grace to his sworn enemies and to change them. It’s not just change for change sake; that’s
inevitable. It’s change to become closer to the image of Christ. It’s having one’s mind transformed to better reflect the
grace of Jesus Christ. It’s having one’s soul turned upside down and inside out by God’s willingness to go beyond our
preferred notions of respectability, stability, and decency. I am not even sure Jonah thinks the Ninevites are fully human,
but God does and sees them as capable of forgiveness and flourishing. Not so with God’s prophet. He can’t believe God
would commandeer his life to preach repentance to a bunch of heathens and then decide to forgive them. Even as Jonah is
the vessel of God’s grace here, he is not happy about it.

God’s dynamic and transformative grace is not only astonishing and confounding in the hands of Jonah, but in
Jesus’ as well. A Canaanite woman whose daughter is sick does not appear to Jesus, at least on the surface, as a person of
interest to the God of Israel, until he sees in this encounter a person of great faith and offers, far from the last time, a grace
that extends far beyond the lost sheep of Israel, a grace that includes not only Samaritans and Canaanites and other of
Israel’s neighbors, but gentiles all over creation. God’s grace in the hands of Jesus takes him farther afield and beyond the
friendly confines even he thought possible in the moment.

Presbyterian minister and writer Eugene Peterson was once on a retreat with seminarians who asked him what
he liked best about his work and he answered, ‘the mess.” He was surprised as they were to hear the answer. He
recollected that in actuality T don’t like the mess at all. I hate the mess. I hate the uncertainty. I hate not knowing how
long this is going to last, I hate the unanswered questions, the limbo of confused and indecisive lives, the tangle of
motions and emotions. What I love is creativity....but creativity is not neat. It is not orderly. When we are being creative,
we don’t know what is going to happen next..we can never be involved in creativity except by entering the mess.’”

And that is what courage is really...this willingness to enter the mess, to walk into the sick room or the
dysfunctional situation on the verge of unraveling or the tension that can be cut with a knife, to trust that God will make
more of our lives than if we would have been left to our own devices, even knowing that such change may indeed lead to
more discomfort than comfort and happiness. Again, Will Willimon, declares bluntly that Jesus has bigger fish to fry

than my happiness. Or yours. You got problems? Come to Jesus, hell give you problems you would [never| have had if he
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had not enlisted you. Trust me, over the course of my ministry, Jesus has gotten me into more trouble than I could have
caused on my own.’®

Risk Management. Risk Aversion. Stability. Serenity Now. Courage is that virtue that refuses to let us stay
comfortable wallowing in such states, but prods us onward to be changed, in Charles Wesley’s words, from glory to glory
until we reflect out something of Jesus Christ in our own being and see it ever more clearly in the faces of others. For
several years, I had the opportunity to work as a Presbyterian chaplain in a prison and I remember in my early days of
work standing in front of a congregation of murderers, petty criminals, abusers, and thieves, that I might be in danger or
vulnerable or at risk in a given situation. But one of the staff assured me that a prisoner would not want to mess with a
chaplain because we were the ones who were supposed to see them as human and treat them that way, even though they
had been convicted of things that might do damage to their humanity and the humanity of others. We chaplains were
there to remind them of their humanity, even when they had done things to forfeit it or besmirch it or do damage to it.
We were there to hold a mirror back at them, not of what they saw in themselves, but a mirror of who they were in
Christ, and who they might have a courage to become, by God’s grace.

Courage does not stand still. Courage prods us forward, courage leads us to change, not for the sake of constant
motion or inevitable change, but courage prods us forward to be changed, in heart, in soul, in mind, not for the sake of
generic change, but for the sake of Jesus Christ our Lord.

You may have ulterior motives for leaving at the end of the worship service, but in reality, the least courageous
thing you could do is to stay here for very much longer after the benediction. I remember long ago a youth minister
reminding me that the two hardest places to be a Christian are at school and at home. Like boats sitting majestically in
the harbor, we may be relatively safe and relatively comfortable in these pews, but that is not what our lives are made for.
We are called to follow Jesus Christ out there in the sturm and drang of our world, in the messes we enter into and the
messes we make; we are to follow Jesus Christ and risk that our lives, our minds, our priorities, and yes, even our
assumptions about money, politics, happiness, and the good life will all be changed by him.

May you, may I, may we all have the courage to follow, to be changed so that we may all more fully reflect and

bear a likeness to Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
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