REAL LIFE: KNOWING YOUR RIGHTS

A lady once told me of the time when she asked a Minister to pray for her husband.
(You are never going to believe this but it is true)

Alice and her family moved into a new area and, being a Christian family, they went
along to the nearest church, hoping to find a “spiritual home.” The people there were
not very friendly but the family persisted until, after some months Alice’s husband
became seriously ill with pneumonia. This was in the days when the drugs were not
that brilliant and she was frantically worried about him. So the next Sunday, coming
out of church, she plucked up the courage to speak to the Minister.

Please, she said, would you pray for my husband who is very seriously ill?

That was all she asked. She did not expect a visit or even a few sympathetic words at
the church door. The Minister drew himself up and looked down on her.

Do I know you, he said? And that was it.

I blushed for him. How could he have been so rude? None of us are perfect in our
ministry. We all make mistakes. We seldom offer as much pastoral care to people as
we would like to because of pressures of time or being unaware of their real needs.
But this was a deliberate attitude problem. This Minister truly believed that his care
should be only for those “official” members of his particular church and that he had
no duty whatsoever even to pray for anyone he did not know.

Religion has often been like that. It has segregated people into the “known” and the
“unknown,” the “in” and the “out.” And if you think that Minister was rude and
uncaring, then what did you think of Jesus and his friends in our Gospel story today?
Send that foreign woman away and tell her to stop bothering us, said Jesus’ disciples,
when this desperate mother kept asking him to heal her daughter.

And what did Jesus say when she finally caught up with him? I can’t take the
children’s bread (meaning his own people) and throw it to the dogs (that is, to
foreigners). How rude is that? If I had said it, I would have lost my job and been
taken to court for racial discrimination. You can see why some people insist that
religion brings out the worst in human beings and not the best.
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We do need to understand that when this Gospel story was written down no-one
would have been particularly shocked because that was the way society and religion
worked. It was the age of the Roman Empire: those who had Roman citizenship and
those who did not would have lived totally separate lives. Roman citizens would have
enjoyed a high standard of human rights. Non- citizens would have had no rights at
all. It would have been like blacks and whites in America before Martin Luther-King.
And in the Jewish religion, it was only those of Jewish families who were seen as
God’s chosen people, with a right to God’s blessing. Those who were not Jews had no
such rights at all.

When the Christian church started it was at first made up entirely of Jewish men and
women who had accepted Jesus Christ as their Saviour promised by God. When non-
Jews came along, claiming to believe in Jesus as the Son of God and wanting to join
the church, there was hell to pay. It caused a real crisis of conscience among the first
Christians. In a society which was segregated and in a religion which had always been



exclusive, these people could not get their heads round the thought that it might be
God’s will to welcome people of any background into the church of Jesus Christ.

So to the writer of Matthew’s Gospel, neither Jesus nor his disciples had said anything
particularly offensive. It was just the way things were at that time.

And, if you think about it, until recently, that was how both our society and our
religion worked. In society there were the rich and powerful and the poor and
powerless and never the twain should meet. The rich man in his castle, the poor man
at his gate. God made them high or lowly and ordered their estate- that was what
good, decent people honestly believed until not much more than sixty years ago.

It is only in the last twenty years or so that people brought up Roman Catholic have
dared to enter a Protestant church and vice versa. It is no more than fifty years ago
that a Church of England vicar’s wife, coming to live in a small market town,
discovered that there was a “‘church” greengrocer” and a “chapel” greengrocer (chapel
was for non-conformists-like us). She found herself in huge trouble when she went to
the chapel greengrocer by mistake. Churchgoers and Chapel goers did not mix, not
even over the fruit and veg.

So even that Minister who was reluctant to pray for an unknown woman’s sick
husband might be seen as a child of his time. He had his own “flock™ and it was not,
as he understood, in the divine order of things that he should move beyond it.

“All animals are equal but some are more equal than others.” That was George
Orwell’s sarcastic dig at both the Imperial and Communist regimes. It could apply to

many religious sects just as well.
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Why do you think that powerful people were able to get away with this blatant
discrimination for so long? Largely because they had the money and resources and
others were dependent on them for survival, but also because of their spiritual and
psychological power. They were able to convince the poor, the downtrodden, the
rejected that they deserved their situation. It was all they were worth.

The Nazis used these techniques on prisoners in the Concentration Camps, so that if
starvation and brutality did not keep them subdued, the conviction of their own
worthlessness would.

Husbands who beat up their wives use this technique- convincing them that they are
asking for this treatment. It is their own fault.

Parents use this technique if they want to stop their children from growing into
independence: you can’t cope with all that. You’ll make mistakes and people will
laugh at you.

Religious leaders used these techniques to keep the poor humble-God ordained that
some should be rich and some poor. You must accept that poverty is God’s will for
you. They also used these techniques to keep people from asking too many questions:
The Church has been put here by God to instruct you. To question what the church
teaches is rebellion against God.

Millions of people have accepted this kind of mental and spiritual oppression. They
have become convinced that they deserve to be permanently poor, segregated from
“better” human beings, that they are religious rejects with no rights to faith, to justice,
to happiness. And so the discrimination went on, and on, and on.
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So if you go back to that Gospel story now, you see a very unusual woman. She was
not a Roman citizen, so the Romans who were in charge of her country would have
told her she was worthless; she was not a Jew, so her Jewish neighbours would have
looked down their noses at her on their way to prayer; she was not a man, and in those
days women were thought to be on a par with slaves and only a little higher than
animals. But amazingly this woman has some self-respect. She has spirit. She throws
Jesus’ words straight back in his face- alright, maybe I am a dog. But even the dogs
under the table eat the crumbs dropped by the children.

You have to admit that as an answer, that is a pretty good one. It is the kind of thing
you wish you had said when you wake up in the middle of the night and remember
someone being rude to you.

Jesus was certainly impressed with her answer. I suspect that what he said in the first
place about not giving children’s bread to the dogs was intended to challenge her. He
was repeating what many others had been saying all along- that his ministry was only
to his own people and that someone in her position had no claim on him or on God.
And what do you say to that? Come on....

Her sparky answer showed, as he said, great faith. Faith in the justice and love of
God, which was far greater than the injustice and unkindness of organised religion;
faith in the deep compassion of Jesus, which surely had to override the petty social
segregations in which he had been brought up; and faith in herself as a child of God,
deserving of his help, even if she had been relegated to the very outskirts of religion.
You know, I should think that that encounter was one of the very few which sent
Jesus to sleep that night convinced that his ministry was going to succeed. He had
come to reconcile all people to God as their Father. He had come to break down the
barriers erected by organised religion. And in order to do this, he did not only have
convince those on the elite side of the barrier but also those on the other side who had
lost faith in God and in themselves as children of God.

His church was going to need people like this woman if it was going to continue his
work. It would need people who asked questions, who voiced doubts, who stood up to
the bully boys, who claimed their rights as children of God: children, not slaves.
Children whom God would help to grow, whom God would set free to find their way,
develop their faith and understanding, come to know and love him for themselves.
True religion, which is about entering into a relationship with God, is not about
creeping around apologetically, leaving your brain and your self-respect at the church
door. It is about knowing your rights as a child of God: your right to live life to the
full; your right to grow in knowledge; your right to use the gifts and strengths you
were given; your right to be loved and honoured by God as a member of his family.
God did not give us a spirit of fear, wrote St Paul, he gave us the spirit of love, so that
we could call him Father.” This is our right and no-one can take that from us.
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“Knowing your rights” has now become a familiar phrase in our society; a society
which prides itself on equal opportunities for all and no unjust discrimination. A lot of
people do wonder if we have gone too far, with all these petty-sounding court cases;
these legal eagles and clients hoping to “make a quick buck” out of suing someone.
So there is just one last thing I want to say about our knowing our rights.

Joseph (the other story we heard), sold as a slave by his brothers, then rising to the
position of Prime Minister of Egypt: in the chapter of the story we heard, he now had



his rights and his brothers had none. They had broken all the rules of family loyalty
years before when they had sold their own flesh and blood into slavery. They had no
right to expect help from him in their crisis of famine; they had no right even to
expect their freedom. In Joseph’s position he could order their imprisonment or even
execution and no-one would stand in his way. He had the right to take revenge and
they knew it.

In the film “Schindler’s List” Otto Schindler hears the Commander of a Concentration
Camp boasting that he now has the legal right to shoot on the spot any man, woman or
child in that camp. He has this degree of power over human life.

Yes, says Schindler. You have the power to kill. But it is when you have that power
and choose not to exercise it that you are truly strong.

Joseph knew his rights as a powerful leader in the Egyptian Government.

He knew his rights as a family man who had been betrayed by his own brothers.

But he also now knew his rights as a child of God. As a child of God he had the right
to forgive, the right to be reconciled to those who had hurt him. He had the power to
kill but he chose not to exercise it. And that was when he showed his true strength.

We all have the right to be children of God but at many times in our lives we betray
his love and loyalty. We let him down- big time. But God is great enough to choose to
forgive, to keep looking for reconciliation. That was the message Jesus taught- in
what he said, in the way he lived and in how he died.

And if God is big enough to forgive, then we, as children of God, have it in us to be
big enough too. Our right to be a child of God can make us great enough to set aside
what some might call our own “human rights” for the sake of the greater good. We
are not governed by personal greed and the thirst for vengeance. We are inspired by
the hope of justice and peace for all. There can be a difference between “knowing
your rights” in the political and social sense and “knowing your rights” as a Christian.

Today Donna and James have claimed the right for Amelia to be a child of God. They
have brought her into this church of God’s people and it is now for them and for us to
teach her “her rights:” the right to be loved by God, led by God, cared for by God; the
right to faith and to a faith community; the right to be forgiven and to forgive; the
right to receive and to give; the right to live life and to give life. May she, like Joseph,
be able to look back at her life, see the generosity of God to her and have the grace to
be generous to others.

And so be it for us all. Amen.



