Sermon
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A year ago my usually cautious son David told me that he had bought a motorcycle. Not just any motorcycle, but a Harley Davidson Fat Boy. All of my brothers had driven big bikes so I figured it might be something in the Engwall bloodline. I reminded him that his Aunt Mary Jo, nurse Mary to the whole family, referred to bikers as organ donors.

A few months later he told me he had joined a motorcycle club and yes, one with guys who drove Harleys and had lots of tattoos. When my heart started beating again, Dave told me that the club was the Baltimore branch of BACA, Bikers Against Child Abuse. Their website states that BACA exists to create a safer environment for abused children. They work in conjunction with local and state officials who are already in place to protect children. Their desire is to send a clear message to all involved with the abused child that this child is part of the BACA organization, and that they are prepared to lend their physical and emotional support to the child by affiliation, and their physical presence. They stand at the ready to shield these children from further abuse. Now You can't just show up and go for a ride with the club. BACA bikers are cleared for participation by passing an extensive background check, have ridden with the Chapter for at least a year, and have received special instructions from the Licensed Mental Health Professional. That's my son's role in the group. He's a licensed mental health counselor and is known as Doc to the rest of the group. The group has very strict rules on how they ride as a group, what they do when they visit a child's home and how to support a child during court appearances.

A few weeks ago on the national news there was a report of a BACA chapter escorting a boy to school to show the bullies that this boy had a whole bunch of friends. My son tells me that these tough looking bikers are really a sweet bunch of guys. Who thought a motorcycle club could be part of God's mission to heal a wounded world?

Now you may be wondering at this point just how any of this relates to today's Gospel. Perhaps we need to keep an open mind about bikers for you never know who might be doing God's work.  Now I doubt the Jesus’ disciples sported tattoos but they certainly saw themselves as a tight-knit group with a mission, In today's gospel from Matthew, the disciples want to shield Jesus from this encounter with the Canaanite woman. This Gentile woman meets Jesus and his followers on her home turf, the district of Tyre and Sidon, and immediately accosts them and cries out, "Have mercy on me, Lord, Son of David; my daughter is tormented by a demon".

Jesus does not reply at all, and the disciples sense from his silence that he is blowing her off. So, they call out, "Send her away, for she keeps shouting after us".

Given the zeal with which they approach their roles, it's a wonder that the size of the crowds around Jesus ever grows at all. These 12 see themselves as the chosen few, the cream of the crop, the Lord's own Dream Team. They are passionate about Christ and don't have much interest in sharing their mentor with the unenlightened masses. When Jesus makes the comment that his ministry is directed only to "the house of Israel", the disciples are probably thinking, "Exactly."

If you don't understand this concept of jealous protectionism, look at a contemporary example. Go to your local Harley-Davidson dealership. Harley devotees are so in love with their brand that they have been scaring off prospective customers

-- people who merely like the idea of motorcycles.

"People who are new to motorcycling can find us intimidating," Harley's CEO admits. "They don't know the lingo. They don't know how to get started. We need to lighten our image without losing our edge."

Down in Memphis, Tennessee, a new program has been launched to attract Harley wannabes. For two and a half days, a handful of newbies spend close to 16 hours on a motorcycle in a class called Rider's Edge, learning how to weave a 400-pound Hog through fluorescent green and orange cones. The teachers initiate the class into the rites of Harley: how the bikes are made, how they are sold and why people are willing to tattoo Harley's familiar black-and-orange logo on various body parts.


"We wanted to take the person who felt like an outsider and turn him into an insider," says Lara Lee, the director of Rider's Edge. The trick is to do this "without insiders feeling as if we were taking away from Harley's image, which is a little bit bad and a little bit separate."

So, how does Jesus take a person who feels like an outsider and turn her into an insider? First, he isn't afraid to bend tradition. When he says, "It is not fair to take the children's food and throw it to the dogs" -- meaning that it isn't right to take the spiritual nourishment meant for the Jews and toss it to the Gentiles -- he is describing his tradition quite accurately. But when she replies that "even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their masters' table", he gives her credit for thinking outside the box. "Good answer, woman!" Jesus seems to be thinking. There's a place for honoring tradition, but not when it stands in the way of touching lives with the gospel. Sometimes traditions

are meant to be bent -- even broken.

Next, Jesus sees what others cannot see. The Canaanite woman doesn't have much, but she does have something – and in greater measure than the disciples themselves: faith. "Woman, great is your faith!" he announces in front of his followers, and in the process of saying this he disses the disciple Peter a little bit, since Jesus has recently rebuked him for having such "little faith" in a recent boating incident. Because the woman's unpolished but powerful faith is so great, Jesus says, "Let it be done for you as you wish." And her daughter is healed, instantly.

It's not easy to shed the we've always done it that way mentality. It's easy to cherish our traditions, our patterns, rituals and programs. The challenge is to curb this kind of passion, to be willing to bend, and even break, those patterns that keep people

away from the saving grace of the Lord. Unfortunately, whenever we talk about making changes in the church, we get accused of throwing away the good stuff.

Like Jesus, we have to be willing to alter our time-honored traditions if we're going to reach a generation that knows nothing of our practices and patterns. We can't afford to come across like the first disciples, insiders who were certainly excited about their faith, but also cranky and basically uninterested in sharing their discoveries with the outsiders around them. It's important to be willing to bend and even break our patterns/ and to learn from the culture around us as we seek to improve our communication techniques. After all, didn't Jesus learn a little something from the

Canaanite woman?

Jesus didn't miss it. He found the faith of the Canaanite woman and used it as a springboard for a spectacular healing. Just like our Lord and the organizers of Rider's Edge, we have to find fresh ways to welcome people who feel like outsiders. Find

ways to welcome them, share our traditions with them and gracefully turn them into insiders. We should take opportunities to draw outside the lines and explore the streams of faith that run through the experiences of our neighbors. This probably won't involve motorcycle slaloms in the parking lot or the distribution of temporary "Bikers for Jesus" tattoos -- but you never know where the Holy Spirit might lead us.

