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Last week we talked about how God sends hardships to test us in this life, just as he sent hardships to test Israel during their wandering in the wilderness. We look at the hardships as a way God builds up our character, and strengthens our resolve, and brings us closer to Christ. I want to focus this morning on the phrase "closer to Christ," which I'm afraid is a bit nebulous and blurry -- and so deserves some explanation.
Why should we want to get "closer to Christ?" He is the source of everything good about existence, that's why. We live by his power, and we make it through life far better if we seek his help. We have three basic ways of getting at him. They are the Bible, the sacrament of his Body and Blood, and praying.
First, you've heard enough from me to know how important I think the Bible is. The remarkable attendance at our classes here shows that most of you agree. Second, there is no way to get closer to Christ than the actual act of eating his Body and drinking his Blood at the altar.
He says himself, "Unless you eat my flesh and drink my blood, you do not have eternal life in you." The candle shines in the chancel to remind us that he is here in sacramental form in the consecrated wafers we store in the tabernacle -- the box on the altar. God is everywhere, to be sure, but he is especially present in the elements of Holy Communion. "This is my body."
It is prayer as a means of getting closer to Jesus on which I want to focus this morning, because prayer is the issue today's gospel raises. Jesus is traveling north of where he grew up when a. heathen woman approaches him and asks him to cast a devil out of her daughter.
Jesus ignores her, and the disciples beg him to tell her to get lost. He seems to agree with them as he replies, "I have been sent only to the lost sheep of Israel" -- that is, I am here for the Jews, not for Gentiles like her." She tries again and says quite directly, "Lord, help me."
He spits back, "It isn't right to take what belongs to the children (that is, the Jews) and give it to a gentile dog (rhymes with witch) like you." She is right back in his face with, "That may be true, but even dogs get to eat the scraps that fall off the dinner table onto the floor." Jesus replies, "Touché -- you. can have what you want."
As far as the overall message of the gospels goes, this story makes the point that the ministry of Jesus the Son of David is to Gentiles as well as to Jews. The woman in the story is one of the few Gentiles with whom Jesus deals directly. But the apostles -- especially St. Paul -- will extend his work to Gentiles after Jesus goes back to heaven. We should be grateful.
But the story is also hilarious. Nobody stands his ground with Jesus in a more determined fashion than this otherwise unknown Gentile woman. She won't take no for an answer. She is so confident that Jesus is going to do what she wants him to do that she endures the cold shoulder and the active insults and slights and just keeps on keeping on until she prevails.
And so, weirdly enough, we see that it is indeed a story about prayer -- about how to get closer to Jesus. There is implicit advice here which he makes explicit in other places. If the prayer you are talking about is the kind of prayer in which you are asking God for something, you have to be persistent -- you have to keep after him -- you have to nag -- little as I like to see nagging held up as an admirable form of behavior.
But asking for things is not the only kind of prayer there is. Prayer is, at the most general level, talking with God, keeping in touch with God through Christ. St. Paul tells us to pray without ceasing -- and he doesn't mean to spend all your time rattling off the shopping list of things you want God to do for you.
We all have relationships which mean something to us. We know that the relationships have to be cultivated -- we have to see the other person, call to say hello, get together even when there is nothing in particular we want. Our relationship with Jesus needs to be like that. And if we are not keeping in touch on a regular basis, it will be harder to connect with him when some sort of crunch or crisis comes along.
I'd like to make a special pitch here for the book that (other than the Prayer Book and the Bible, of course) has done the most for my own prayer life. It is called, variously, The Way of a Pilgrim and The Pilgrim's Tale. It is the story of a nineteenth-century Russian peasant who hears St. Paul's words "Pray without ceasing" and sets out to find out how to do it.
The technique the peasant learns involves repeating the phrase, "Lord Jesus Christ, Son of God, have mercy on me a sinner" over and over again. By a mystical work of the Spirit, that prayer descends eventually from the mind and lips into the heart. One realizes then that the prayer is going in one's heart all the time. I have recommended that book and its prayer technique to any people, and I can look around this church and see people whose lives have been changed by it.
So if you want to get closer to Christ, one very good way to do it is to read The Way of a Pilgrim and give its profound advice a try. You will find that it is far more than just another crumb that fell off the table.
The Collect: Almighty God, who seest that we have no power of ourselves to help ourselves; Keep us both outwardly in our bodies, and inwardly in our souls; that we may be defended from all adversities which may happen to the body, and from all evil thoughts which may assault and hurt the soul; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 
The Epistle: 1 Thessalonians 4:1-8 
The Gospel: St. Matthew 15:21-28 
