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It is a joy to be with you today and to greet you with grace, mercy and peace on behalf of more than 1 million brothers and sisters in Christ who, like you through their denominational leaders, constitute the table that is the Minnesota Council of Churches.  And these days I am also delighted get to greet you in my new role on behalf of more than 43 million brothers and sisters in Christ, through the National Council of Churches. 

What a week it has been. Early Wednesday morning the executive committee of the National Council of Churches met in our monthly conference call. As we were waiting for others to arrive on the call I was chatting with my colleague from Atlanta. She said she had watched the election returns with her grandson. He’s a very bright little boy, the top student in his class. When they announced the Obama win, her grandson stood up and announced to the family, “Now they can’t tell me I’m not smart just because I’m Black”.   

He echoes, in a personal way, a proclamation by this country that race is no longer a determinant. 

When the meeting was over, I checked my email and there was a note from Marion Wright Edelman reminding us that there had been a political cartoon published in the early 1960’s which depicted a Black boy saying to a White boy: "I'll sell you my chance to be President of the United States… for a nickel." At the time the cartoon appeared, Barack Obama was a toddler.

No matter whom your candidate of choice was this week, we can all celebrate that a barrier has been broken open and a new sense of possibility is upon us all and, most importantly, upon our children. 

Whomever your candidate of choice this past week, as a country we have all walked through a new doorway, never to go back, and our shared worldview, our communal narrative, has changed to a more open and inclusive future filled with new possibilities for all our children.

The Canaanite woman challenges Jesus’ narrative and in doing so opens up his worldview and that of his disciples. This moment in our biblical story sets a course for Jesus, his disciples, and ultimately, the church that will lead us to a worldview of inclusivity and possibility for all the children. The Canaanite woman comes on behalf of our shared future.

This passage about the Canaanite woman in Matthew is sandwiched between the story of the feeding of the five thousand and the feeding of the four thousand. These feeding stories tell of the magnificence of God’s generosity. In the midst of such stories of Jesus’ miraculous abundance, Jesus at first withholds what she asks for saying, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”. But she asserts, “...even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from the master’s table.” My, my, she said that to him right there in front of God and everybody. This woman who is no one, no body, this one had the nerve to ask, not once but twice, to nag, one might even say to expect, God’s healing action for her daughter. This one who had no place in the proceedings, who was outside looking in, has the audacity to ask in expectation, "Aren't I included?"

I have always found her words, “even the dogs get the crumbs” to be a stinging rejoinder and I wonder if Jesus doesn’t also. Many scholars have interpreted this passage to be one in which Jesus experiences a breaking open of his understanding of his ministry. Others say Jesus knew his calling. He knew that he had been given an inclusive worldview and that this was an opportunity for his disciples to have their worldview, opened up. 

There are a series of stories in this cluster of Matthews’s gospel where the children are being brought to Jesus and the disciples want to send them away. In Matt 19 we hear the familiar passage: “Then little children were being brought to him in order that he might lay hands on them and pray. The disciples spoke sternly to those who brought them, but Jesus said, ‘Let the little children come to me, and do not stop them,…’” Those stern disciples still haven’t learned the lesson. This story follows just after the story in Matt 18, in which they are asking Jesus who is the greatest among them and he takes a child and says that, “Whoever welcomes one such in my name, welcomes me.” Welcoming the child, the kingdom of heaven, the will of God, makes a space for the children.

The year was 1955, and my family had moved from Iowa to Carver County, Minnesota we had just joined the congregation and along came the fall potluck.  Some of you may remember these.  As soon as worship is done, the kids run downstairs and get in line first and take just the food they want, (3 desserts and no vegetables), sit down, gobble it up, and are done by the time the first adults start to sit down.  And then what are the children to do?  Explore the church, of course.  

It was my first fall and Janie Weinzerl and I had gotten to be good friends, both 7 years old, and she said, “Come on; I want to show you something really fun.”  So we went upstairs into the sanctuary.  Now our sanctuary, like many, had a long stretch of that old, worn burgundy carpet that went all the way up into the chancel and then spread out.  But underneath the pews, there was no carpet.  There was, instead, this linoleum gray with the little flecks of pink.  

Janie said, “Now if you crawl under the pew, and you hang on just right, you can push yourself off, and you can slide under 2, 3, or 4 pews.”  Okay, so I tried.  One pew, all right.  Two pews, I got it!  Just then my mother walked in the back door of the sanctuary.  This young homemaker who just had moved into the community, and just had come into this congregation, walked in at the very same time that Mrs. Franke, the pastor’s wife, walked in from the front of the church.  Now...I remember this... in slow motion....  Mrs. Franke coming at my mother.  Her stern face.  Her brow furrowed.  My mother walking towards Mrs. Franke.  Her face getting redder and redder and I knew they were going to meet precisely at the pew that Janie and I were presently under.  . Approaching, Mrs. Franke raised her finger, pointing directly at my mother----she said these words, “Now Donna, don’t break that child’s spirit.”  

Whoever welcomes one in my name welcomes me.

I would find out decades later that something similar had happened to Mrs. Franke as a young woman with her young daughter on the square in Hope, Indiana. Here is a pattern of the Church’s welcoming narrative, the Church’s inclusive worldview being made known in very personal ways. Whoever welcomes one of these in my name welcomes me.

The Canaanite woman comes pleading on behalf of a worldview that includes her daughter in its future. Whether Jesus is trying to teach his disciples this more inclusive worldview or if he himself is being prompted, either way, in the midst of Jesus’ message and ministry of abundance - right smack dab in the middle, sandwiched between the great feeding stories- comes the haunting question of this mother, crumbs “Isn’t my child included?”  

How often do we have such an opportunity in our witness to have one coming to us asking if she can’t be let in? More often the world scurries hurriedly past our door. Perhaps they, or we, doubt that we have abundance to offer. When we are divided around the question of who is included and who is excluded, when we withhold the abundance from one another, when we exclude the other because he or she is an outsider, our witness is diminished. If we have a proclamation about God’s abundance and we withhold that abundance from the future, our witness shrivels and dies in the eyes of the world.  We cannot say we believe in God's abundance and act as if there isn't enough to go around. And the Canaanite woman reminds us that God intends that everyone is included in the abundance.  Can we see that worldview? Can we imagine God’s hope for the future that makes a claim of relatedness beyond old boundaries? 

We certainly preach that each of us is included in God’s future. 

You know this story, the living water is given to anyone even the Samaritan woman, the shepherd has gone into the wilderness to bring back the one lost sheep, the woman has cleaned every corner of the house to find the one lost coin, the father has welcomed the lost son back, that’s how valuable we are in the sight of God. Now it’s time to look around and see who else is standing there knee deep in the living water, embraced with us in God’s arms. 

If God is our loving heavenly father and creating mother then we are kin, we are related.  And church is not a voluntary association, theologically speaking. We are related in the Church by the blood of Christ, we’re blood kin.  In the second person of the Trinity we are knit together into the one body of Christ.  And the eye cannot say, I have no need of the hand, and the hand cannot say, I have no need of the foot.

A few years back, after the Berlin Wall had fallen, the other George Bush was talking about a new world order.  The National Council of Churches of Christ decided that maybe the Church should be in on this discussion and held a conference called “A World Made New”. They held it in downtown Indianapolis.  Now central Indiana is not known for being a bastion of blooming liberalism either politically or theologically.  The meetings were held in the Episcopalian Cathedral downtown. Attending that meeting was William Sloan Coffin, a well-known, self-avowed, practicing liberal leader in the Church. One morning he and I walked to the Cathedral together, past a small crowd gathered outside holding signs which said things like, “NCC is the anti-Christ” or  “NCC=666”.  I turned to him, and said,  “Well, Bill,” and then repeated those well-known words of Ephesians, “One Lord, one faith, one baptism?”  He turned, and scowling over his glasses looked at me, as if I had just asked the most annoying question.  Then he lifted his glasses up onto his forehead, turned and looked at the crowd and pondered. I waited for insightful words from the great orator.  He lowered his glasses, turned to go in the doors, shrugged his shoulders and said, “That’s what they tell me.” 

Since it’s inception the ecumenical movement has been one that speaks of this relatedness and so a conference on “A World Made New” in response to the political call for ‘a new world order’ was certainly within the scope of the movement. But it was perhaps this simple interchange outside the Cathedral that captured fro me the hope the ecumenical movement presents. 

We are related, ‘that’s what they tell me’.  This is the most important theological assumption of my work and our life together in the council. And it is one the world desperately needs.

In the second person of the Trinity we, members of the Church, are related in Christ.  In the first person of the Trinity we are related to the whole world.  One of the most dramatic experiences that changed my worldview came in that image of the earth rising, that we saw after the first moon landing. A new view of the world and a new world view. To see that oneness gave us a renewed mandate for care for the whole world and our one, shared future. 

This new world view relativizes all claims of sovereignty. Neither nation nor denomination can carry a claim apart from this whole earth worldview. The new view of the earth-rising calls us to hold the earth in all its diversity as a single entity, whole, connected. 

Martin Luther King said it this way. “If we are to have peace on earth our loyalties must become ecumenical rather than sentimental. Our loyalties must transcend our race, our tribe, our class our nation, this means we must develop a world perspective. No individual can live alone …Now the judgment of God is upon us we must either learn to live together as brothers and sisters, or we are all going to perish together as fools.” MLK, Jr.

. 
If we are to act as if we believe that God's abundance is meant for everyone, there is only one way I know that we can live faithfully into such a place, and that is to remember that we are the hosts of God's table of abundance because we have been the guests.  

We have to remember every day, every minute that we are loved, accepted and included by the One who is Loving Abundance. We are called to live into the abundance ourselves, first of all, to remember that in all that happens - good, bad, ugly - all that happens is held in God's love-filled abundance. You are held in love, fed with love, given love every moment -- sweeping into you, over you, around you every moment - every moment of every day, every day of every season, every season of every year, every year of your whole life. You are loved by the One who is Love no matter what. 

You don’t have to hurry towards it, you don’t have to be the first in line - love is coming toward you in this moment, overflowing around you in this moment, carrying you into this moment, holding you, hearing you, singing to you, embracing you, whispering to you, calling you name, and knowing you. Love is dancing with you, hopping on one foot all around you to get your attention. 

Love calls to you today, and love called to the Canaanite woman. Because she knew that what Jesus had was also meant for her and for her child. Perhaps because of the love she felt for her daughter, she believed God loved her that way.  

The Canaanite woman comes in great pain on behalf of the future, on behalf of her child begging, imploring, cajoling, to be included in the abundance. She has a vision, it is a desperate one rooted in the pain of her daughter and in the hope of healing. She pleads and nags Jesus saying, “Aren’t we included in your abundance? “

The world is in desperate shape, divided by issue after issue, fear begets fear. We are in need of new signs of the abundant community, where all are welcome. The world looks at us, the Church and asks, “Do I want to be part of that?” The Canaanite woman saw something she wanted to be part of, some glimpse of the Messianic hope and cried out for her part in it, “Even the dogs get the crumbs.” 

So, let us, today, in this place, and as we go from this place, hear the voice that nags at us to reconsider our boundary lines. Let us find ways to pass that abundance on to the future. We are creating the worldview now, the narrative now that will be needed for our children and grandchildren and great grand children.

Let us commit to work together to tear down the barriers that would keep any child from God’s intend abundance in their lives. Let us become the voices and the actors who will speak and act for all those children, whose mothers ask: “Aren’t we included?” Let us, before the mystery that is the Good News of Jesus Christ who has come to heal and feed the body and the spirit; let us before the all-welcoming arms of Jesus, the all-encompassing compassion of Christ’s heart, be - in all that we say and do - a witness to God’s infinite and loving abundance for all the children in all the world. A witness to God’s intention for an abundant future for all God’s children.

Won’t you join me in praying for the children and our shared future? I want to use a prayer written by Marion Wright Edelman who is herself an image of the Canaanite woman today, a holy nag in our time on behalf of the future. Let us pray.

“A World View with a Future”
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