
October 6, 2019 

 

 
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

An old preacher’s story is told of a couple that were leaders in a significant congregation who 

decided to take an island hopping vacation in the Pacific Ocean. They planned their trip well in 

advance and booked first class tickets for their flight. After being in the air for several hours, 

their excursion took an unexpected turn as their flight began to get a little bumpy. Before they 

knew it, the captain came over the loud speaker and announced, “Ladies and Gentleman, I have 

some very bad news. Both of our engines have gone out and we are now over the open ocean.  

Without our engines, the plane is now going down. The good news is that I can see an island 

nearby where it should be safe to land the plane. The bad news is that we are looking at our maps 

and the island is nowhere on them. So it’s quite probable that we’ll never be rescued and have to 

live off the island for the rest of our lives.” 

After hearing the announcement, the wife turned to her husband and asked, “Honey, did we shut 

the garage door before we left?” 

“Of course we did,” he said. “I always do that as we pull out of the driveway.” He then turned to 

his wife and asked, “Dear, did you pay the bill for our life insurance policies?” 

“I sure did,” she replied. “I set it up as an automatic withdrawal from our bank account the other 

month so we wouldn’t have to worry about paying that bill.” 

“That’s good,” he said as he thought for a moment and then asked, “What about our pledge to the 

church? Did you turn in our pledge card for the annual stewardship campaign?” 

“Oh, no! I forgot to do that. I filled it out but it was still sitting on the desk in the study when we 

left.” 

“Thank God!” he said. “Now I know someone will find us for sure!” 

Well, friends, it’s October, which starts our annual generosity campaign. It’s that time of the year 

that preachers and lay people alike both dread because we know that we’ll come to church for 

this month and hear how the church needs our money to keep our doors open or our ministries in 

operation. I’ve been in churches where we’ve divided up the expenses and told everyone what it 
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costs per person to make ministry happen. Sometimes, we’ve tried to define what it costs per 

child for a Sunday School experience. I’ve even heard how much the lights cost each day to keep 

them on in the Sanctuary. 

While all of those numbers might be helpful for us as we think about what we each might give to 

change lives and to change our world, they all start with the question, “What does the church 

need me to give this year?” As we turn our attention to our discipleship journey this year, 

however, we are focusing on what it means for us to live as faithful disciples of Jesus Christ. We 

are trying to ask ourselves what it means for us to live more like, love more like, and be more 

like Jesus in our daily lives. Discipleship, being more like Jesus, is not like the PBS or NPR 

annual campaigns that invite us to give so that we can keep the great programming coming out to 

the viewer, but rather to invite one another on a journey of generosity that is grounded in 

gratitude, revealed through prayer, and lived in faith. 

If we want to know where disciples begin to walk the path of generosity, then perhaps we might 

look at the scriptures to discover how Jesus’ disciples learned about living generously. Our 

scripture lesson this morning comes to us from Matthew’s gospel chapter 15, verses 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. 

 

* * * * * 

 

After spending some time teaching and healing around the Sea of Galilee, Jesus makes his way 

with his disciples to the northwest near Tyre and Sidon, moving from a more Jewish-inhabited 

territory to a more Gentile community. Here, in this land along the Mediterranean Sea, Jesus and 

the disciples encounter a Canaanite woman whose ancestors inhabited the land before the 

Hebrew people came out of Egypt. The encounter, however, is troubling when we think not only 

of the disciples’ response, but also about how Jesus responds to this woman. 

Following after Jesus, the Canaanite woman calls out, “Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; 

my daughter is tormented by a demon.” Desperate for help for her daughter, she appeals to Jesus.  

Remember that Matthew’s gospel is written for a Jewish audience and here is a Gentile calling 

up the Hebrew Messiah for healing for her daughter. It’s somewhat understandable then that 

Jesus ignores her at first. After all, she does not worship the Lord. She is a Canaanite with 

different gods, different values, and a different culture. 
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The woman, however, is undeterred and continues to call after him as they walk away. Having 

spent some time in more urban areas, you may be familiar with this call from time to time for 

assistance. Some people stand with a sign or a cup asking for assistance and some are more 

persistent. This Canaanite woman becomes more courageous the more she is ignored. Finally, 

the disciples catch on and ask Jesus to do something about her. They implore him, “Send her 

away, for she keeps shouting after us.” In other words, “She’s not giving up even though you’re 

ignoring her. Just tell her to go away.” 

So Jesus says, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” Jesus has come to save 

the people of Israel who, now living in the land of the Canaanites, are oppressed by the Gentile 

Romans. His words are harsh but understandable for a Jewish Messiah, a Savior of God’s own 

people. She’s not on the inside, not a part of the same family of faith. 

Then turning her back on her own culture and perhaps her own gods, she kneels before Jesus, 

calling out, “Lord, help me.” Twice she has addressed him as “Lord.” You can almost sense her 

desperate cry on behalf of her daughter. Yet, Jesus’ response sends me reeling each time I hear it 

as he says, “It’s not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.” 

Friends, I don’t know about you, but I find this scripture to be one of the most troubling in the 

Bible. Jesus uses a common slur of the times for Gentiles when he refers to this Canaanite 

woman as a “dog.” Some interpreters have tried to convince us that the word really means 

“puppies” as if to soften the blow, but Jesus’ words hit hard. Doesn’t he help everyone? How 

could he be so apparently cruel in calling this woman a “dog”? 

Even more amazing, however, is that this woman doesn’t recoil. Rather she pushes back, “Yes, 

Lord, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters’ table.” You see, this woman 

isn’t asking for it all. She just wants her daughter to be healed from the torment that she 

experiences. This Canaanite woman doesn’t need to sit at the table with Jesus and his disciples.  

She knows she’s a Gentile. She knows that she is on the outside. Yet, she also knows that even 

the crumbs that fall from the table are ENOUGH; enough for this moment; enough to heal her 

daughter; enough for her. 

The disciples, in their reservation and scarcity mindset, implore Jesus to turn her away. After all, 

she’s a Gentile woman. Jesus is for them. He could be defiled by coming into contact with her. In 

fact, Jesus begins to do just what the disciples request and her turns her away. Yet, she persists as 

if she knows that in God’s storehouse there are always crumbs, and even the crumbs that fall 

from the table will be enough for her this day. So she pushes forward at the feet of the one who 

can help her. 

In the end, Jesus changes his mind because of this woman’s insistence on a crumb for her 

daughter as he says, “Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.” Matthew 

tells us that her daughter was healed instantly. 

Every time I hear this story, it turns my world upside down. You see, it wasn’t the disciples who 

gave witness to God’s kingdom and God’s provision that day. Rather, it was a Gentile woman, 

who had the courage to ask for a crumb. While the disciples tried to hang on to Jesus as they 

knew him, this woman’s persistent request for a crumb for her daughter brings Jesus’ kingdom 
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not only to a select few, but to the rest of the world as well. It was her faith in just a crumb of 

God’s grace that brings the kingdom to you and me. 

Today is World Communion Sunday. All over the world, people are gathering around the table 

of God’s grace, proclaiming God’s abundant love and goodness. In the old liturgy of the church 

when I was growing up, as we approached the table we used to pray the Prayer of Humble 

Access, which said, “We are not worthy so much to gather up the crumbs from under thy table, 

but thou art the same Lord whose property is always to have mercy.” It was the insistence of the 

Canaanite woman whose belief in the goodness of God was so great as to open up the floodgates 

of mercy for all of us Gentile believers to this day. Her insistence upon the crumbs opened the 

doors to God’s generous blessings in Jesus for you and for me. 

That day, a Canaanite, a Gentile, taught the disciples about the generosity of God by reaching 

into Jesus’ heart. 

Generosity is grounded in gratitude for God’s generosity in our own lives. Who are those who 

have taught us how to be generous in our lives? 

When I was growing up, I remember the excitement of getting my Advent and Lenten offering 

cards. We used to save up our dimes and later, quarters, to fill a card throughout that season so 

that we could give an extra offering at Christmas and Easter. It usually amounted to about five to 

twenty-five dollars, depending on the season and the amount. It was a small amount to give up 

each day. I’ll never forget the day that I received my own envelopes and realized the importance 

of sharing God’s blessings by supporting the ministries of the church. I actually had my own 

number and I would put a dollar or two or five in the envelope each week. 

It was years later, however, shortly after Dawn and I were married, that we first filled out an 

estimate of giving card for the annual stewardship campaign at our local church. I turned to 

Dawn and asked her what we should give. Dawn came from a background where she had been 

taught about tithing, giving ten percent of your income back to God.  So she said, “What do we 

make? We should at least commit to ten percent of that.” 

At the time, I made about $100 per week working as a youth director, but my compensation 

package also came with a parsonage for the two of us. Of that $100, on a good week I had to 

spend most of it for my train ticket to seminary. Other weeks, it cost more. So I asked Dawn, 

“Do we tithe from our gross income or our net income? Before or after taxes?” Dawn said, 

“Well, I don’t know about you, but I believe that we are blessed to live as a blessing. I want to be 

blessed according to my gross income, so I’m giving based on that.” 

Well, that settled it. You see, for Dawn, the question was not what the church needed from us to 

keep the doors open, but rather about our need to respond with generosity to what God had done 

and was doing in our lives, to live reflective of the image of God who had given us every good 

gift. To this day, she’s the one I turn to when we fill out our estimate of giving card. I think of 

expenses and what we’ve got to do, while Dawn is always pushing me to think about how we 

might respond with gratitude for what God has already done for us. I am often tempted to 

respond from a notion of scarcity and what will be left over, while Dawn inspires me to dream 

about how our gifts can make a difference in blessing the lives of others. She moves me beyond 

my comfort zone to a gift that is grounded in gratitude, revealed in prayer, and lived in our 
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faithful actions in our lives. Our giving continues to grow in response to God’s goodness in our 

lives. We get to see what it does in the lives of others. 

Who are those who inspire you to live generously? 

In early August, here at Birmingham First we hosted the South Oakland Shelter. For a week, this 

place became home for several people who did not have a place to call home. Each night, they 

had a place to sleep and good meals at breakfast and dinner. They could shower here in this 

place. Like many of you, we went shopping for breakfast items to share. I learned as I dropped 

them off that one of our guests was even expecting a baby. Can you believe it? I have not had to 

personally know what it felt like to be homeless in my life, but I can’t imagine facing that while 

expecting a child. Yet, she did, and she found a home here at Birmingham First. What a powerful 

ministry we have been a part of. Yet the greatest story was yet to come.  

At the end of the week, someone dropped off an envelope in my mailbox. I opened the envelope 

to discover one of our offering envelopes inside. I was just about ready to pass it off to our 

Finance Department when I read the outside of the envelope. Someone had noted that there was 

$3.43 in it. Three dollars and some change. Next to the amount was a handwritten note that said, 

“This is all that I have in my purse. Please use it do something good for someone.” It was signed 

by someone I’ll call “Sarah.” She was one of our guests. 

Three dollars and some change. She was one of our guests that week, and she believed enough in 

our ministries to leave an offering so that something good might be done for someone else. I 

don’t know about you. I’ve never been homeless. I’ve never had to fully empty my wallet. 

There’s always been something else there or something else coming. I’ve got a debit card with 

money in the bank if I don’t have cash. Yet, somehow that day, three dollars and change far 

surpassed any gift of gratitude that I’ve ever offered. 

Generosity is grounded in gratitude. I’m thankful to serve in a place that transforms a building to 

be a home for the homeless. I’m thankful that here I learn how to live generously from one who 

emptied her purse that someone else might experience God’s goodness. I’m thankful that here in 

this place I get to see the Canaanite woman who believes that a crumb of grace is enough to 

change the life of her daughter, and in fact the world, so she courageously presses for you and for 

me. 

This fall, as we enter into our generosity campaign, I want to invite you to join me in thinking 

about where you are on the giving path in your Journey of Discipleship. How does our 

generosity reflect who we say that God is and what God is doing in our lives? Rather than simply 

thinking about what the church needs from us, I hope you’ll join me in prayerfully asking, “God, 

where are you calling me to be in my giving?” Perhaps, you think with me about those who have 

lived out the example of living generously in your lives and respond with their courage. 

Personally, I’m not sure that I’ll empty my wallet, but I keep thinking about how I can be more 

like Sarah who was willing to do just that so that someone else could experience God’s 

goodness. 


