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No one else in Sacred Scripture wins a debate with Jesus, except this woman.
No one else matches Jesus’ wit, and no one else changes Jesus’ mind, except her.
No one else in Matthew’s Gospel worships Jesus before his resurrection, and no one else hears these words from his lips, “great is your faith.”

This remarkable woman without a name, a pagan Canaanite, persists until she receives from the Lord Jesus what she comes for---healing for her tormented daughter.

Surely Jesus chuckles when Peter and the other disciples tell him 
to send her away because she will not leave them alone.
This woman will persevere until she gets what she comes for, 
and she will not give the disciples any rest until their Master grants her request.
This woman stays engaged with Jesus during a conversation 
that would have caused others of lesser faith to walk away.

The fuel for her fiery persistence is her empathy for her daughter.

She comes to Jesus on behalf of her daughter, she suffers for and with her daughter.

Her empathy for her daughter is different from sympathy.

We sympathize with someone when we understand what they are going through
because we have gone through exactly the same thing.

Thus, sympathy is more about us and less about the person suffering, 
as we see their world through our eyes and not theirs.
Empathy, on the other hand, is the act of entering into another person’s world

and seeing it through their eyes.
To listen to them with enough love, to sit by their side with enough care, 
to allow them to teach us what their world looks like from the inside out.

Empathy is hard work but also the true measure of self-giving love.

Such empathy at the suffering of another is the evidence of great faith.

Jesus empathizes with this woman of great faith, so he can enter her world, 
a world totally different from his own:  he a man, she a woman; he a Jew, she a Gentile; she a parent, while he is not.

In doing so, Jesus sees something he struggles to see in the world he normally lives—evidence of great faith, evidence of a deep trust in him and a generous love for others.
In our own parish there are men and woman like this Canaanite woman.
Fathers and mothers who persist in finding a way to provide what their children need, persevering even in the face of great obstacles.

Fathers have come to our parish from the mountainous highlands of Guatemala, 
risking everything, even their life, to provide a life for their children, 
who long for bread to eat, even if it’s only the crumbs off our bulging tables.

Mothers have come here from the violence-plagued cities and countryside of Columbia,  desiring a safe place for their children, a place where they need not fear that
their children will be kidnapped or an armed group will kill them in the crossfire.

Mothers and fathers have fled oppressive regimes in Asia and Africa, 
seeking freedom for their children in our land. 

They are persistent in their faith and will not give up nor go away 
until they receive what they need for their children.

Will we be like the disciples, imploring Jesus to send them away, 
because they make us uncomfortable?
Or can we be like Jesus and see their great faith?

Can we remain engaged with them, like Jesus did, in order to give them 
what we have to give, healing for a heart that is broken on behalf of another?

Can we be people of empathy, courageously stepping out of the security of the world 
that we know, in order to enter a world different from our own?

From the very beginning, the Church has struggled with incorporating

different peoples and cultures into her fold.

Matthew’s community certainly was challenged by this encounter 
between the Canaanite woman and Jesus, because the members of his early Christian community were mainly Jewish converts to Christianity.

They, like the first disciples, wanted Jesus to get rid of the Gentiles from their midst—send them away.

The Gentiles dressed differently from the Jews, spoke Greek instead of Aramaic, 

and ate foods that were not part of the Jewish diet, foods that were considered unclean.
(This is why Jews labeled Gentiles as “dogs” because dogs have no way of distinguishing between “clean” and “unclean” foods.)  

St. Paul, the great apostle to the Gentiles, again and again in his letters 

reminds the early Christians, who are so different from each other,
that they are the same in their need for God’s mercy.

All have disobeyed God and thus need God’s mercy; 

all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.

St. Paul is constantly reminding 1st century Christians that Christ Jesus 
is the source of their unity: “there is no Jew or Greek, woman or man, slave or free,

all are one in Him.” 

Christ brings together opposites in his very person, uniting heaven and earth, 
the divine and the human, death and life.   He is the sinless one who takes on our sin.

He is the One who bridges all differences and the One who makes us one.
United to him and to each other in Holy Communion,  

we slowly start seeing more clearly how other people, no matter how different from us, 

are our brothers and sisters, and one with us in Christ.
We begin to understand how Holy Communion unites us to people 

from every corner of the earth.

Sometimes we need the help of the Mother of Jesus to get where we need to go, 
to discover our foundational unity in her son.

She can help us see how we are rich in diversity, yet one in faith in her Son.

In his dialogue with the Canannite woman, Jesus is surely reminded of the persistent faith 
of another mother, his own mother, who at Cana had come to him on behalf of others. 
Like the Canaanite woman, Mary did not come asking anything for herself, 
but for the bridal couple at the wedding feast at Cana—they have no more wine.
Even when Jesus gently rebuked her, telling her “his hour had not yet come,” Mary still persisted, telling the waiters standing by the water jars---“Do whatever he tells you.”
Mary knows he cannot refuse her plea.
So the Mother of God continues to persist in tugging on the shirtsleeve of her Son, interceding for all of her children.

In her appearance at Fatima, she intercedes for her children who are at war with each other, so they may come to know more fully her Son, the Prince of Peace.

In her appearance at Lourdes, she brings her Son as the healing balm for

broken bodies and hearts.

As they wash in waters reminiscent of their baptism, those who come for healing receive the deepest healing of all—the sure knowledge that they are sons and daughters of God, no matter what condition their bodies may be in.
As Our Lady of Guadalupe, Mary brings her Son to a 16th century world 
that is divided between Spaniard and Indian, those in power and the powerless, 
those who now have nothing and their rulers who now have everything.

Her command to Juan Diego:  
“Build me a church here on this spot to bring my children together in my Son”---
the white-skinned Spaniards with the dark-skinned natives, 
the Spanish-speaking conquerors with the conquered native speakers.
Every appearance of the Mother of God, every prayer that she offers, 

is on behalf of us her children, that we might learn to love each other, be at peace, 

and know the healing love of her Son in order to be one in Him.
As our parish community moves forward during our 50th anniversary year 
to build a church, we do so with the intent of making it a house of prayer for all peoples.

The actual process of raising funds and building a church can bring 
we who are Mary’s children together with a common purpose and a common goal,
deepening and strengthening our unity in her Son.

To build something for the glory and honor of God will take prayerful persistence.

Gifts of sacrificial love will be the building stones.

We make such sacrifices not for our individual benefit, but for each other, 
and especially for those who will follow us in the future. 
Ultimately, what we do, we do in response to the love of Jesus Christ, 
who as the 2nd Person of the Holy Trinity chose to enter our world

and become one with us forever for no other reason than love.
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