
Lay Reader Sermon Series I


The Second Sunday in Lent

psalter:
Psalms 86 & 142
1st lesson:
1st Kings 8:37-43
2nd lesson:
Matthew 15:21-28
Persistent Prayer
"And Jesus went away from there, and withdrew to the district of Tyre and Sidon." (Matthew 15:21, RSV) "From there" meant, in this case, Galilee, and probably the town of Capernaum, on the northwestern shore of the Sea of Galilee. So He and His disciples were outside the Holy Land, in Phoenicia, southern Lebanon, perhaps for a period of rest and refreshment; because says Mark, "He would not have it known." But His reputation had preceded Him, and He was met by the mother of a little girl who was "grievously vexed with a devil."

We see in this mother a fine model of perseverance in prayer. "Have mercy on me, O Lord, thou son of David . . .," she cried; but she received no response from Him. Then she turned to the disciples for help; but they, probably because of their inadequacy to meet her request, and because she was a foreigner, said to Jesus, "Send her away, for she crieth after us." He replied, "I am not sent but unto the lost sheep of the house of Israel." She turned to Christ again, and said, "Lord, help me." She received what appeared to be a harsh reply: "It is not meet (that is, not fitting or proper) – It is not meet to take the children's bread, and to cast it to dogs." This mother would not be put off, and her witty reply followed: "Truth, Lord: yet the dogs eat of the crumbs which fall from their masters' table." Her faith and her persistence won her what she had asked: "O woman, great is your faith! Be it done for you as you desire."

If it seems strange to us the our Lord said that He was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel, we must remember that one purpose of His coming was to recall His people to their ancient mission as first told to Abraham, that in him all the nations of the world would be blessed. In this vein, the risen Christ commanded His disciples to preach

the Gospel to the whole world.

The word "dogs" to refer to Gentiles seems harsh, but the diminutive is used in the Greek, the equivalent of "doggy," and this softens the impact of the word. Commentators have speculated that the Lord made this statement with a smile, to show that no malice was intended. At any rate, the woman may have respected Jewish belief with its restrictions on associations with Gentiles, and she didn't let herself be put off; she is an excellent example of perseverance in prayer. Her love for her daughter, her faith that Christ could heal, her faith that He would heal and her refusal to give up all won her what she asked. It has been said of her, "She was in deadly earnest;" and that "nothing is more powerful than prayer when fervent and genuine."

Sometimes we may be tested to see how genuine our prayer is. The Lord told two strange parables that teach perseverance in prayer. The first one went like this: "Which of you who has a friend will go to him at midnight and say to him, 'Friend, lend me three loaves; for a friend of mine has arrived on a journey, and I have nothing to set before him'; and he will answer from within, 'Do not bother me; the door is now shut, and my children are with me in bed; I cannot get up and give you anything'? I tell you, though he will not get up and give him anything because he is a friend, yet because of his importunity, he will rise and give him whatever he needs." (Luke 11:5-8) He ended this parable with His famous admonition about prayer, "Ask, and it will be given you . . ."

He also told another parable "to the effect that they ought always to pray and not lose heart." (Luke 18:1) This was a story of an unjust judge to whom a widow came to ask for justice in her case. He ignored her, but she kept coming back. Finally he said to himself, "Though I neither fear God nor regard man, yet because this widow bothers me, I will vindicate her, or she will wear me out be her continual coming." (Luke 18:1-8)

Our Lord is not telling us that God is like these people, such as the unjust judge; but sometimes it may seem that He is like that; so then we are to act as if He is, and persist in our prayers. Sometimes a parent may put off or refuse a child's request, in the best interests of the child, and seem like the unjust judge, but may eventually answer the plea at a time when best for the son or daughter.

The parables also teach by contrast. If these people will answer requests favorably, then how much more will a loving heavenly Father!

And if earthly parents, who are all sinful people, know how to give good gifts to their children – for example, if a son asks his father for a fish, he won't give him a serpent – then how much more, says the Lord, will your heavenly Father give good things to those who ask Him? (Matthew 7:11) So He encourages us to be faithful in prayer.

In concluding the parable of the unjust judge, Christ said, "And will not God vindicate his elect who cry to him day and night? Will he delay long over them? I tell you, he will vindicate them speedily." (Luke 18:7-8)

Speedily? He will not delay long? Yet sometimes it seems like a long time to us. We need to remember that there are trials of our faith, and that our Lord told us these parables to the effect that we should always pray and not lose heart.

Saint Monica, the mother of Saint Augustine of Hippo, was another great example of persistent prayer. Saint Augustine wrote in his Confessions that "almost nine years passed, in which I wallowed in the mire . . . and the darkness of falsehood . . . All which time that chaste, godly, and sober widow . . ., now more cheered with hope, yet no whit relaxing in her weeping and mourning, ceased not at all hours of her devotions to bewail my case unto Thee . . ." She begged a certain bishop to talk to her son, but he refused, because, he said, her son was in such a state of mind that he wouldn't listen to anyone. When she begged him with tears to go talk to her son, he told her, "Go thy ways and God bless thee, for it is not possible that the son of these tears should perish." She took what he said as an answer from heaven, continued in prayer, and lived to see her son converted to the Christian faith.

These two women – the Phoenician mother and Saint Monica – set for us the example of persistence in prayer. The Lord Himself encourages us in that by His example and teaching: "He told them a parable, to the effect that they ought always to pray, and not lose heart."
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