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When  I  first   heard   that  we  were  doing  our  blessing  of the   animals    today,  I  wondered  why   now  instead  of   when   many   other   parishes  do   this   around the   end  of   Sept  or  the   beginning   of    Oct.

And  the  reason  they  do  it   then  is   because   Oct  4th  is  the  day   we  celebrate  the  life  of    St.  Francis  of   Assisi,   who  is   the   patron   saint  of    animals and   ecology.

As  I  started  to  pray  my   way  into  the   lessons  for  today   I  got   it.    Dogs  are   mentioned  in   our   Gospel lesson  for   today.   Right?    “Even  the  dogs  eat the   crumbs  that  fall from their  master’s    table.”  

Well   that’s  one  reason.  Another  might  be  because  it’s   safer  to  do  it   while  we are   worshipping   outside  rather  than  inside.  We  will come  back to   Francis,  and one  other   thing  I  want  you  to   keep in mind.   “GOD   IS   “DOG”   SPELLED   BACKWARD.

I  want  to,   first  of  all,  take a   look   with   you at  one  of  the   themes   that  is  present  in  all  of  the  lessons for  this  morning.   And  that  is  the    theme  of    inclusiveness.  
 
The   backstory  to  our   Old  Testament   lesson;    (We  didn’t  read  it,  but  it’s  on  your   bulletin  insert )  is  that   the   Jews  who  had  been in   exile  in  Babylon,   had  been  permitted  to  return  to  their  homeland.  They   have  begun  to   rebuild  their   cities  and  their   temple.  And  then  things   begin to  go    south.  There  is  drought,  crop   failure,  hunger, and  inflation.     You can read  about  that in the   book  of  Haggai.

There  is   bitterness  between rival groups.  The  court  system  is   riddled  with  corruption.   Religious   leaders  are   looking  only  for   personal   gain.    Community  morale is at an all time   low.

And  the  prophet,  Isaiah,   says:  “maintain   justice,  do  what  is   right”   remember   this  is not  a   justice   that   punishes.  This  is a   justice   that  establishes and  maintains   equality  for   all.    And   one of  the  ways   that  equality  is   established  is   that  those   who  were  once    excluded  are   now   to  be  included.  Those   who  were   far  off   are   brought   near.

Isaiah  goes  on  to  say,  “And  the   foreigners,  t hose   formerly   excluded,   who   join themselves  to   God, Those  who  love   God and   hold  fast     to  God’s   covenant  will be   fully   admitted  to  the   community  and  the   worship  of  that   community.  Their   burn’t  offerings  and  their   sacrifices   will be   accepted  on  the   altar  of   God   So  that    God;s  house   will be  called  a house  of  prayer  for  all  peoples.”  God  has  gathered  a   community  and  God  will gather  more.More  will be  included.

Just a   word  or  two  about    God’s   community.  It is not like a  melting  pot  like we   describe  America.  where  I  guess we are  all supposed to be   cooked  down  until we are all  alike. My  mother  used  to accomplished   this  with  her  pressure  cooker.  God’s  community , in  its   diversity, is more like a  salad.  The lettuce  and the  carrots  and the    unions  and the  cheeses  and  the    black  olives  and   nuts and   raisins are . all identifiably   different.  They remain  separate and unique   but  they are  bound  together  by  the   dressing which is   sort   of  like  our  life of    common  prayer,  and our  gathering  about  the   table, and    our  common   investment  in   what  Jesus  called the  Kingdom of  God  …   the    establishment of  justice and  peace and  the   righting  of  wrongs.  Those   things are like the  dressing  which    holds  it all together.  

Now  Paul,   who  can be a   little   difficult  to  sort  out  at  times,  has  managed  to  say   a  couple  of things  that  are   quite  simple and  straight  forward.  And  what  he  says   goes  to the heart  of  the  Gospel.   Here is  what  he  says. (1) “The  gifts  of  God  and  the  calling of  God  are  irrevocable”.  (2) “God  will  be merciful to  all.   God  has  bestowed  his  grace upon   all.  God  has   called  all. God   loves  all   that   lives.   And  that   grace and  that  calling  and  that  love  will   never   ever  be  pulled  away  or  taken   back.  It’s  irrevocable. 

And   you  cannot,   not   respond to  God.  Even if  your  response  is  to  put  your  fingers in your  ears   close   your   eyes   turn  your  back  and  stomp  your  feet  and   say  “NO”   That  is a   response.   The  appropriate  response   is  thankfulness,  gratitude,  humility    and  obedience.

Do  you  see  how  the   theme  of  inclusiveness  is   building  as  we  move   through  these  lessons.     Good!!

The  next  step  is  found in  our   Gospel lesson  for  today.   Jesus   did  not  just  stay   within  the   limits  of   Palestine  as  he  moved   about   the   countryside.  He   traveled into   foreign   territory  and  dealt   often with   foreigners. He  included  others  than   Jews.    This is one  such  time.  The  woman  here  is a   Greek    not a  Jew.  She has  come to  Jesus  to ask  that  he heal  her   daughter.    Jesus   does   not   immediately    respond   to   her    request. And  her   persistence  is   annoying  to   the   disciples.  

In all likelihood   he   did  not  say   what   Matthew  reports  here.  This  is  not  how   Jesus  thought   or  acted.    In  all likelihood   Matthew   added   this   to   Mark’s   story   which he is  using  because  it  would  fit his  theology  and   please  Matthewe’s   community   of  mostly  Jews.    

The  woman  approaches   Jesus   again.    Begging,   “Please ,   help   me.”   He   answered,  “It is   not   fair to  take the   children’s food  and throw  it to the   dogs”  The   way   Mark  records   what he  said  is:  “Let  the  children  be  fed first, since it  isn’t  good to take  bread out of  children’s  mouths and  throw  it  to  the   dogs”   Pretty   close!  And   significantly   different.    Jesus   has  introduced  dogs into  the  conversation .  Will this   take  us in the   direction   of   exclusion  or  inclusion?

And  then   She   says; “  even  the   dogs  eat  the   crumbs  that  fall from  their   master’s   table”   She   takes  the   conversation  in the   direction  of  inclusion And   Jesus   response?     YES -  -  YOUR  FAITH  IS   AMAZING – YOUR  TRUST IS A   MIRROR OF  GOD’S  TRUST  -    That  is the  kind  of  faith   that  drives   away   craziness and  makes   people  whole.    And her  daughter,  who  has  been at  the   center  of   this  conversation from the   beginning, was   healed.   Even  though  she  wasn’t  there  she  was  included  in the  transforming   moment  her  mother  initiated   with   Jesus.    

Here  is  how  I  unpack   that   exchange  for  us    today,  as we    gather  about   our   table   with   our   dogs   --  and  cats  and  hamsters and   birds   -   those   creatures   that   we    love.  
This  woman  by   insisting on  the  inclusion of   the   dogs  in that table   fellowship,  even  though  they  are  under  the  table,    has   revealed  the   radically  inclusive   nature  of   her   faith.  
  Dogs  in   being  a   part  of  our   lives   become,  As   Adam  Gopnik  says  “dignified   dual   citizens   who   plead  the  case  for  all  of  mute   creation,   with  their   human  owners.”
“  We  are   born  trapped  in our  own  selfish  skins, and we  open our   eyes  to the   rings of    existence  around us.  The  ring   right  around us, of lovers and  spouses and  then kids,  is  easy  to   encircle,  but  that is a   form of  selfishness,  too,  since  the  lovers  give us  love  and the  kids  extend  our  lives. “
 “A  handful of  saints love  out  beyond  that   narrow  circle to  other  larger and  larger  circles  that   include not only  enemies  but  all  creatures,  great and   small,  and  all  the   way to   the   horizon,  that  includes  all of   God’s  creation.  The   dog,   any   of  our    pets,   sits  right at the   edge of our   circle, looking  out  toward all the  others. “    and   continues  to   invite  us  to   include  in  our    compassion and  caring   all  that  is.   ( New   Yorker   Aug  8, 2011  p. 52,53 )
That   woman ,  by  insisting  on the  inclusion of  the    dogs ,  bore  witness  to    God’s   compassion  for  all of   God’s   creation.   And  in  doing   that,  there  in the  presence  of   Jesus,    she   owned  her   own   compassion   that   went  all the   way  to  the   horizon.    And     that   was  where the  healing  came   from,  healing  for   the   planet,   healing  for  her  daughter  and   healing  for  herself.  
It  is  when we  live   this, as  we  do   today,  that  St  Francis   of   Assisi   says,   “The   whole   of  mankind   trembles,  the  whole   world  shakes and   the   heavens  leap for   joy.    Therefore  hold   back  nothing  of    yourselves  for    yourselves,  (  when  your   compassion   reaches  to the   horizon,  your  heart   will be  resonating   with  the  heart  of   God )  The  God who   gives  himself  totally  to   you.  The  God who    will  receive   you   totally  to    himself.     Amen
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