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In her dreams, this day went much differently. The plan was that she would ask, respectfully, politely, and humbly just the one simple request. Her daughter needed healing. And in her mind, according to her plan, the plan that gave her hope, the request would be answered, respectfully, politely, humbly, immediately. Then, everything would be put right again. 


That's the way it had gone before, with others. She had heard of many who had gone to Jesus and been healed, all of them the same day, most the same moment as the request. Some hadn't even said a single word or had to issue a request or get down on their knees and beg or even know Him at all. He just healed those who was laid at his feet, whether they asked or just laid there. 


But she was different. She believed. She knew Him to be the Lord, the Son of David. Though she was a Canaanite and not a Jew, she had heard the many stories and the many discussions concerning this Jesus of Nazareth. And she had reached her conclusion. She believed He was the One to come. That, in her mind, should make all the difference. That should be enough to tip the scales and help her cause. If He healed those who did not know Him at all, why, He just had to heal her daughter, because she did know Him.  


But things weren't going according to plan. She had found him and she had gotten close enough to Him to make her simple request, “Have mercy on me, O Lord, Son of David, my daughter is severely oppressed by a demon.” Just like she had practiced it a thousand times before. Though in the heat of the moment, she blurted it out a little fast and with more tears and quaking in her voice than when she had practiced it at home. But He got the message. 


She knew she had no right to ask him for anything. She was a Canaanite, a cursed half-breed by Jewish standards. That fact alone was enough to have her waffling back and forth for weeks about whether she should even attempt to go to him or not. She was a descendent of the people that the Israelites were supposed to have exterminated centuries ago, because of their idol worship. 


Maybe her ancestors' sordid past was the reason for her present sufferings. This demon, this wickedness that had taken over her daughter's body, was nothing short of evil in the worst way. The things it did to that little girl were not only physically devastating, but emotionally draining on mom as well. She had never felt so helpless in all her life. 


This was probably God's punishment on her for her own personal sins. Which sin was it for, she often wondered. That was a hard question to answer, for there were so many to choose from, any of which were serious enough to warrant this punishment. Sin had had its way in her life and now she was reaping what she had sown. 


Combined with her ancestral background, her many sins and her being an outsider to the children of Israel, she was well aware of her unworthiness. That unworthiness had been a great hurdle she had to surmount in order to approach Jesus. She had no right, no standing, and no privilege to ask Jesus for anything, let alone an act of mercy. He owed her nothing. She deserved nothing. She shouldn't even be here.


Yet, where else could she go? There was no where else to turn for help. There was no one else who could relieve her daughter's intense suffering. She had tried everyone. She had to go to him and plead or beg or grovel or whatever it took. Maybe, maybe, he would be in a good mood or would not ask too many questions about her past or her nationality or her sins. So many had asked for his healing touch and so many had been answered. What was one more? Her hope rose and fell with such intensity she wondered if she was sane anymore.


But it hadn't gone well. Not at all. She had presented her request to him, when she had caught his eye. She knew he heard her. He looked right at her, then turned away. And did the one thing she had never expected Him to do. He spoke not a word to her. How could he do that? How could he stand there and simply ignore her? How could he not see the agony and torment she was going through? Had he no sympathy? Had he no compassion? Didn't He care?


And the vicious cycle commenced. She knew she was unworthy of any mercy from this man. She was a sinner, and sinners angered God. Yet, there was no where else to turn for help. No one else could do anything about this demon possession except God. Yet, she knew she was unworthy of any mercy. She knew she was a sinner and sinners angered God. Round and round she went.


This was not going well. Maybe she should just leave. But that thought brought intense panic. She could not leave. There was no where else to go, no one else to turn. She didn't deserve to be here, speaking to him. She was unworthy of his attention, his compassion, his mercy. She should go, but she could not. Her faith would not allow that, it wasn't an option. 


It never goes quite like we'd like things to go, does it? In our minds, according to our plans, even as we whisper or shout our requests to God, we have in mind the way things should go. We think God will go down our list, in order, answering each one promptly. Promptly, because we so often wait till the last minute to cry to Him. That's just our nature, especially when it comes to prayer. We are prayer procrastinators. 


But things often don't go the way we want them to go. We get no confirmation from God that he got the message, loud and clear. We get no summarized detailed plan of action from God indicating what particular day we can expect to receive a response or a resolution to the problem. We are pretty sure we included that last little item, that there were deadlines that needed to be met. Things are already past the point of no return here, God. We need help, and we need it yesterday, if you don't mind. 


We half expect the silence, though, don't we? After all, we know who we are. Sinners. Sin has wreaked havoc in our lives. Not all the bad that happens to us is the result of things not our fault. We are quite capable of making good decisions, yet often don't. We are smart enough to know what the consequences of our actions might be, yet, for some reason, we ignore those thoughts and just forge ahead. By the grace of God, we are resolved to live a godly life through repentance and faith, but often choose a different and ungodly path. 


Then, if things don't go according to our plan, if God doesn't act within our time frame, we throw up our hands and give up. We quit crying out to God because after a while, it gets old doing that. Each time we are met with that stony silence, we turn our backs on God because He seems to have turned his back on us. And in the end, instead of faith becoming stronger, it suffers a setback. It gets weaker. The next time, we may hesitate to wait in faith at all. 


So it wasn't going as planned for the woman. Jesus had not as yet responded, other than to stand there in stoic silence. She could have turned and gone home, dejected, disappointed, giving up on God for help. But faith refused to go. Faith was determined to have her prayers answered. If she had to wait all day or follow him day after day, faith would not allow her to leave until Jesus did something. 


Did Jesus deliberately ignore her? Did he walk away, hoping she would follow, in order to test her faith? Is He attempting to draw out a more specific confession that would indicate whether she is merely repeating things she has heard or if she really believes what she is saying? 


It is useless for us to speculate just why Jesus initially does not answer. We have no clue from the text that might explain Jesus' rather odd reaction. He simply remains silent. 


It is just as useless to conjecture why God remains silent to some of our pleas. Speculation can drive us nuts trying to figure out if God is testing our faith or He's not answering because of some sin or He wants to hear us plead for a few days so maybe we'll learn our lesson this time. Guessing only makes things worse, for we simply do not know why God does or doesn't act. 


What we can glean from this text is that the woman does not give up. That's the essence of faith. It doesn't know what it means to give up. Faith, whether small and weak or great and strong, knows only one thing. It must cling to the object it is focused on. Faith in Christ has only one recourse and that is to keep pleading with the Lord, day and night, days and nights, for there is no where else to turn. 


Jesus finally responds, with what appears to be harsh words about giving the children's bread to the dogs. Yes, he has inferred that she is a “dog,” that is, one outside the house of Israel, one He has not been sent to seek, and one who is not worthy of the bread of heaven. Notice Jesus said “It is not good” to give the bread to the dogs. It is not according to God's plan that this woman receive what is not hers, but rightfully belongs to Israel, God's chosen people.


She responds by agreeing with Jesus, that He is absolutely right. The bread does belong to the children and she in no way wants that bread. She'll settle, she'll make do, with leftovers. She'll be happy, she'll be ecstatic, with the crumbs that fall from the table, because even the crumbs will be more than enough for her and her daughter. God's mercy is so abundant that even the crumbs are all sufficient for her needs.


It is then that Jesus announces one of the most astounding statements He ever makes. He calls her faith “great.” Why? It is great because the content is right, in that she recognizes who Jesus is, the Messiah, the Son of David. She comprehends Jesus' true identity as the Christ. Secondly, she understands fully and correctly his mission to the children of Israel. Thirdly, she grasps that God's mercy is so abundant, so all encompassing, that there will be plenty to go round. The crumbs themselves will be more than enough for all who seek Jesus by faith.


Who doesn't want to hear such words of acclamation? Who among us does not wish to hear from God's very lips such a high and glorious compliment? Every believer longs to hear those words: “Great is your faith!” For every believer is quick to think not so highly of our faith. We think it's weak, we know it's often assailed by doubts, and we wonder if we'll ever have faith that could be characterized as “great.” 


We all want great faith, but few of us want to go through the trials and tribulations that will produce great faith. Do you realize that your faith is great, not because you made it that way, but because it is faith in the greatest? The Lord you trust with your life is the trustworthy Lord who knows your needs and will meet them according to his faithful love. The God to whom you cry out in faith will never disappoint your faith, because it is faith in the God who always keeps his promises. 


Do you want a great faith? Take time each day to be in the Word. Even a few minutes is time well spent and will grow your faith. Seek the Lord in prayer and keep seeking Him, even if He is silent. There's no where else to turn, your faith knows that. Feed that faith with the manna of heaven, the very body and blood of Jesus, who created your great faith. His Word and Sacrament will strengthen your faith and make it be the great faith you so desire it to be. Your faith is a gift from God, and all God's gifts are great, are they not?


Faith in Christ knows of no where else to turn. Faith in Christ is centered only on Christ and considers no one else worthy of faith. Faith in Christ continually clings to God as the sole source of comfort, strength, rescue and salvation. For there is salvation in no one else, for there is no other name under heaven by which we must be saved.


Faith is the conduit by which God causes his mercy to flow to us. Faith in the Savior is the hand that receives the forgiveness of sins. Faith in Jesus doesn't give up when God seems to be silent. Faith continues to cry out, because faith in Christ is founded upon God's steadfast nature and the assurance that He hears and will respond in grace and steadfast love. 


Great faith does not come easy. Great faith is honed in the trenches of life's most agonizing battles. Great faith is built with a steady diet of Word and Sacrament. Great faith doesn't happen overnight and it doesn't come in a pill. Great faith is faith that has been tested, refined, stretched and challenged.  Great faith is yours already, because great is your Lord. O Lord, in you do I trust. Let my faith never be put to shame. Amen. 
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