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For Members & Non-Members Only

A Sermon preached at Saint John’s Parish, August 14, 2005

The Rev. John Wm. Bennison, Rel.D., Rector

Texts appointed for Pentecost XIII, Year A, Proper 15:

First Lesson: Isaiah 56:1-7

Thus says the LORD: Maintain justice, and do what is right, for soon my salvation will come, and my deliverance be revealed.  Happy is the mortal who does this, the one who holds it fast, who keeps the Sabbath, not profaning it, and refrains from doing any evil.  Do not let the foreigner joined to the LORD say, "The LORD will surely separate me from his people"; and do not let the eunuch say, "I am just a dry tree."  For thus says the LORD: To the eunuchs who keep my Sabbaths, who choose the things that please me and hold fast my covenant, I will give, in my house and within my walls, a monument and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that shall not be cut off.  And the foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, to minister to him, to love the name of the LORD, and to be his servants, all who keep the Sabbath, and do not profane it, and hold fast my covenant-- these I will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer; their burnt offerings and their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.

Second Lesson: Romans 11:13-15, 29-32

Now I am speaking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch then as I am an apostle to the Gentiles, I glorify my ministry in order to make my own people jealous, and thus save some of them.  For if their rejection is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead!  … for the gifts and the calling of God are irrevocable.  Just as you were once disobedient to God but have now received mercy because of their disobedience, so they have now been disobedient in order that, by the mercy shown to you, they too may now receive mercy.  For God has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be merciful to all.

The Gospel: Matthew 15:21-28 

Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon.  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."  He answered, "I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel."  But she came and knelt before him, saying, "Lord, help me."  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' table."  Then Jesus answered her, "Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish." And her daughter was healed instantly.

- for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.

Part I - Our Town


     In the quaint Midwest town in which I grew up a half century ago there were all kinds of different people.  Some lived in certain parts of town; while others lived in other, less desirable parts of town.  

     I grew up believing there were all kinds of different faiths practiced in my little town.  There were Episcopalians, Presbyterians, Methodists, Baptists, Christian Scientists, even Catholics.  Everyone was something.  Everyone belonged somewhere and were members of one church or another.  There were even some Jewish families in town, but to my knowledge as a young boy, there was no visible presence of a synagogue in Kalamazoo.  And, I’d never heard of a mosque.

     There were schools for all the children.  Most of the “children of color” went to one school, because it was most conveniently located in the neighborhood where most of them lived.  Most of the other children in town seemed to lack any distinct color which set us apart.  I guess we were colorless.

     There were two country clubs in my little town.  There was the Kalamazoo Country Club, where my family did not belong; though we were often invited as guests.  Then there was the Gull Lake Country Club, perched on a knoll overlooking a beautiful lake fifteen miles outside of town.  My family belonged there.  I think it was because they offered clergy families a discounted membership.  

     I remember the clubhouse.  It was a magnificent old white clapboard structure with a sweeping driveway up to the front entrance.  There was a polished brass plaque outside the front door, which simply read “For Members Only.”

     The club had a beautiful 18-hole golf course, where I learned to play golf on summer days like these; to the extent, at least, I ever learned to play golf.  I remember the little sign next to the parking lot, outside the pro shop, and again next to the first tee.  They all read “For Members Only.”

     I remember the big, lush-green grass lawn, which sloped down from the clubhouse to the lake.  There were the white, wooden docks, and the dinghies all lined up on their backs along the shoreline; while the different class sailboats bobbed at their moorings just offshore.  That is, unless it was Sunday and the Snipes, Lightenings and C-class boats were all out on the lake, racing with full sails.  You had to be a club member to join the race; and thus even have a chance of being a winner.

     The little beach area and swimming raft were outlined with perimeter ropes, to designate the club’s property and borders.  On the raft and at each end of the beach there were the same little signs, which read “For Members Only.”  Let’s see, what else?

     On the street where we lived there were rarely fences between neighbors. When you mowed the grass in the summertime, or raked the leaves in autumn, it was difficult to know for certain where your property line ended and the neighbors lawn began.  We knew all our neighbors.  We knew who belonged to our neighborhood; and who didn’t.  

     My playmate, Danny Wilson and his family lived one block over, and went to St. Augustine’s.  They weren’t really part of our neighborhood, nor the protestant flock.  And Willie Hammer’s family, who lived on the street behind our backyard fence, definitely did not fit in.  I’d hear the neighborhood stories, but only get the gist of some of the colorful portrayals; like “artsy,” “unconventional,” or a really strange, foreign-sounding word: “Bohemian.”  

     Everyone had an implicit understanding of what it meant to be a member of our community.  There was a settled order, a kind of unconscious unreflective-ness about it all. It was a wonderful little provincial Midwest town.

Part II - Their Town

     "I feel like I'm going to die," she said.  Yaffa Hadad, exhausted and tearful, said she did not know where her family would end up after leaving their settlement in the Gaza strip. A pot simmered on the stove in their soon-to-be-vacated home, under the blank spaces where the kitchen shelves had already been removed.  This was to be her family’s last Sabbath dinner in the Israeli settlement of Rafiah Yam.

     Yaffa and her family are being evicted from their home in Rafia Yam by their own government, as part of Israel's pullout this summer from all twenty-one settlements in Gaza, and four in the West Bank. At midnight tonight, it becomes illegal for Israeli civilians to remain in Gaza.  

     It certainly isn’t the first time Jews have been uprooted from the land they believe was given to them by Yahweh.  We read about it in this morning’s first lesson.

     2,800 years ago, Jewish people were been dragged off into exile and captivity to what is modern day Iraq.  Then, when the armies of the Persian king Cyrus defeated Babylon in 539 BCE, the Jewish prophet Isaiah delivered the message of Yahweh’s hand in the restoration of Israel and the return of the Jewish exiles.  “Thus says the Lord: maintain justice and do what is right, for soon my salvation will come, and my deliverance be revealed.”

     Now, in a peculiar, modern-day twist – as part of Israel’s effort to end the violent conflict by turning over their thirty-eight year occupation of the disputed territories to the Palestinians – the Jewish settlers are being dragged off into exile once again.  Except this time it is at the hands of other Israelis, back to Israel.  Not only that, they’ll end up in refugee camps in their own homeland; that is, if they cannot find shelter with the compensation they receive, or the hospitality of family or friends.

     This extraordinary, self-imposed exile is the result of the ultimate concession that the best hope for any kind of peace can only be understood as nothing more than the absence of endless feuding and violent conflict with their Palestinian neighbors; and that even such a notion of peace cannot be achieved through reconciliation, but only division.  

This extraordinary, self-imposed exile is the result of the ultimate concession that even such a notion of peace cannot be achieved through reconciliation, but only division. … Palestinians and Jews have accepted the bloody reality that they cannot abide each other … 

But it was not always so.  

     Palestinians and Jews have accepted the bloody reality that they cannot abide each other; that they can only survive -- and end the continual, violent consequences of their inhospitality –by, literally, building a fence to separate their neighborhoods.  But it was not always so.  

     In the return of the exiles from Babylon in the 6th century BCE, and the restoration of ancient Israel, Isaiah speaks of the “foreigner,” and even the “eunuch,” who accompanied those in exile in their return to their homeland.  The eunuch – the one without promise or possibility of descendants and a continued lineage -- was the epitome of someone with no future.  Yet they were still, in fact, part of Israel’s future.  “To the eunuchs … I will give … a monument and a name better than sons and daughters; I will give them an everlasting name that shall not be cut off.”  And the foreigner who honored the Sabbath and held fast to the covenant?  “…these I too will bring to my holy mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer,” Isaiah writes.  “For my house shall be called a house of prayer for all the peoples.”

     It is as if the Lord God -- who tells his chosen, his beloved, his elect to “maintain justice and do what is right” -- is also declaring there is to be a sign hung at the entrance to the temple in Jerusalem, and on every synagogue on every corner of every town and hamlet: “For Members, and Non-Members, only.”

It is as if the Lord God … is also declaring there is to be a sign hung at the entrance to the temple in Jerusalem, and on every synagogue on every corner of every town and hamlet: “For Members, and Non-Members, only.”

     "I feel like I'm going to die," says the young Israeli mother today, as she is driven from her hometown, where feuding neighbors have been unable to abide in peace.  What words might another Jew bring to her in her anguish and torment?

     In the second lesson this morning from the Letter to the Romans,  Paul, the Jewish convert to early Christianity, writes about his fellow Jews and their “rejection of reconciliation of the world” as “disobedience.” But because Paul’s message is about a gospel of grace, the consequence of his old neighbors falling short of God’s covenant of intention is not one of judgment and condemnation, but mercy.  They too, Paul says, will receive mercy from God, just as the Gentile has received the same mercy.  And their shared acceptance of God’s intentional covenant for such justice, such rightness, will be for them “life from the dead.”  

     "I feel like I'm going to die," says the distraught Israeli mother.   Instead, just imagine a place reserved for members and non-members only.  Perhaps such a place could end a Jewish mothers anguish and torment.

III.  The Club

     Another story – and another woman in anguish & torment -- is described in today’s gospel story.  It is the encounter Matthew describes of Jesus and the Canaanite woman.

     Jesus has left “that place” and journeyed to the region of Tyre and Sidon.   He’d been walking on water and put ashore near Gennesaret .  There the religious authorities had come from Jerusalem to confront him.  They’ve come from a “members-only” kind of a place, both literally and figuratively.  

     Now Jesus has moved on, deeper into pagan territory.  He’s ventured into the land of half-breeds and other low-life pagans & foreigners.  There he’s pestered by this “Canaanite woman.”  She is the equivalent of a slave and proselyte; a foreign convert, who was disregarded by the Jews as only a chosen wanna-be.  She could walk like a Jew, talk like a Jew, faithfully believe and observe the covenant the Jews had with Yahweh; but she wasn’t really ever going to be allowed membership in the country club.

     As the story unfolds and evolves in the encounter between Jesus and the tenacious woman, we see Matthew -- the Jewish convert himself, along with his early Christian community of believers -- working through their own acceptance of the full inclusion of all God’s people.  

     First Jesus is portrayed as turning a deaf ear to the woman’s cries.  Then her persistence to assert her need (and – by doing so – God’s original intention), is perceived only as a “nuisance.”

     Consider that one for a moment!  When do we experience God’s will and intention as a nagging nuisance in our lives?  How do we respond to the true and sometimes-unavoidable character Jesus, his example, his vision of the reign of God, and his gently persistent, pestering presence?

… her persistence to assert her need (and God’s own will and intention), is perceived to be a “nuisance.” …      Consider that one for a moment!  When do we experience God’s will and intention as a nagging nuisance in our lives?

     Finally, Jesus engages her, first with an excuse (his mission is only to the lost members of Israel); then a defense (the banquet is only for those invited to the table of the Lord; with the clear suggestion she’s not among the invited guests); and finally a concession, with what is almost always the litmus test and acknowledgement included in the healing  miracle stories: “Woman, great is your faith.”  

     The miraculous, instantaneous healing of the daughter tormented by a demon – a character who never even appears in the story, but who’s consequence is effected by the mother’s desperate faith – is typical; and, as such, points to the greater miracle of faith. By nothing more than her faith she becomes instantly eligible for membership in an inclusive (vs. exclusive) club, consisting of indiscriminate people who have nothing in common with each other; except for common experience of their miraculous, restorative, welcoming faith, open to all believers.

     One may ask, who’d want to belong to such a club, where anyone and everyone are invited to join?  Instead, we might consider the self-evident alternative, which results in a kind of self-imposed exile of sectarian believers.  

IV – The Church

     People sometimes join a church like they join a club; presumably based on what that church believes or, alternatively, does not believe.  This often translates to who is allowed entrance into its membership.  Once established, the church can become consumed by the preservation of it’s own identity.  

     We find this true in our own Anglican Communion, where wrangling brothers and sisters man the ramparts to defend the “true Church” from the onslaught of modernism, relativism, and a constrictive view of what is deemed “non-scriptural” teachings.  Along the way, the Spirit that enlivens a living Church, the unique and indiscriminate character of Jesus, the mind of Christ and heart of God’s intention seems to get lost along the way.  In the context of today’s scripture reading from Isaiah, where is the ancient call & invitation to maintain justice and do what is right? 

     For instance, the most current, authorized version of our Episcopal Book of Common Prayer is now twenty-five years old.  In the Catechism, membership in the church is spelled out rather indiscriminately.  Any baptized Christian is considered a member of our club.  There are lots of justifiable reasons to draw the circle this wide; as well as define these limits, based on scripture, reason, and (most revered of all) tradition.  

     The readily apparent reality these days is our neighbors, with whom we long to abide in peace, may not be just extreme, religious zealots that also call themselves Christians.  Among believers, non-believers and even religious fanatics there are Jews, Muslims, mystics, etc.  That’s today’s reality.

     But the greater, original and divine reality is that it’s God’s neighborhood, and there’s really only one club to which anyone can qualify for membership; or choose our own self-imposed exile.  

… the greater, original and divine reality is that it’s God’s neighborhood, and there’s really only one club to which anyone can qualify for membership; or choose our own self-imposed exile.  

     It is that none-too-subtle reason why you’ll find no sign outside our clubhouse, which distinguishes between members allowed and non-members.  

     It is the deliberate reason a renegade rector unabashedly adds the well-intended line of invitation at the weekly banquet, regardless of their beliefs or disbeliefs: “The Gifts of God, for the people of God … for all people are of God.”  

     It is the reason the only place worth belonging, where (in Paul’s words) one “life from the dead.”  It is the place for members, and non-members, only.”

     Amen.  jb+
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