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Our Gospel today might leave us feeling a little uneasy, as Jesus seems rather harsh with 

this Canaanite woman, this Gentile, who makes a heart-felt request to Him on behalf of her 

tormented daughter.  It seems so out of character for our loving Lord Who taught us to love 

your enemies! (Mt 5:44).  So what is going on here? Well, as always, we need to dig deeper, 

to look at this Gospel in its historical context, and then consider what it means for us today.  

So first, we need to consider the strict separation between Jew and Gentile during the time 

of Christ.  While the call of God and the gifts of His Covenant were first offered to the 

children of Abraham, this call was never meant to be exclusively theirs.  Rather, Israel was 

chosen so as to be a light to the nations, that they too might be saved (cf. Isa 49:6).  The goal 

was that the non-Jewish “foreign” nations, the Gentiles, would see the amazing relationship 

the Jews had with God, and so desire to enter into the Covenant themselves (cf. Deut 4:5-6). 

But sadly, that was not how things usually ended up working out.  More often than not, 

God’s People failed to keep His Commandments, and broke their Covenant with Him.  

Perhaps even worse, they used the Law of the Old Covenant as a “wall” to keep away the so-

called “unclean” Gentiles.  And this unfortunate situation is context of our somewhat 

puzzling Gospel today.  This Gentile woman calls out to Jesus, seeking deliverance for her 

tormented daughter.  A more literal translation of the Greek here reveals that her cry to the 

Lord is the same as we begin each Mass: Kyrie, Eleison! Lord, have mercy!  It’s a beautiful 

display of a humble heart coming before the Lord. Hold on to that thought for a moment. 

But because this Canaanite woman is a Gentile, Jesus’ Jewish disciples want nothing to do 

with her: send her away, they say.  Just as they didn’t want to be bothered by the hungry 

crowds before the miracle of the loaves and fishes, they don’t want to be bothered by this 

unclean Gentile woman.  And Jesus seems to agree, because He correctly admits that His 

first mission was to call home the lost sheep of Israel.  So He doesn’t respond to her. But I 

think we should see this silence in the same way as Jesus seemed to ignore Martha & Mary’s 

request to visit their sick brother Lazarus until after he died.  That is, so that He could raise 

Lazarus from the dead, bring many to faith in Him, and so glorify God the Father.  In other 

words, Jesus’ silence is actually the beginning of His fulfilling her request! 

How so?  By stretching the woman’s faith. She refuses to back down.  Her plea becomes 

even more urgent.  The English Lord, help me just doesn’t capture it.  In Greek, the “help” 

she is seeking means to run and meet an urgent distress-call.  It’s like making a 911 call!  But 

even then, Jesus still seems to brush her off, referring to her people as “dogs,” which was a 

derogatory way some Jews described the Gentiles at that time. But again, she is undaunted, 

and replies with a clever quip.  At that, finally, having proven her great faith, Jesus grants 

her request.  Her daughter was healed.  We can only imagine her sharing the miracle with 

her friends—Gentiles—who also come to believe.  And God is glorified. 



So on a theological level, we can see in this episode the fulfillment of the vision in our 1st 

reading today from the Prophet Isaiah: that the “foreigners,” the Gentiles, would someday 

be included into Covenant relationship with God.  Not through the Law, but through faith.  

And that is no small thing.  We should never take for granted that as Gentiles, we are now 

welcomed into Covenant relationship with God through faith in Jesus Christ. 

But on a more “personal” level, we see in this Gospel the difficult reality that God does 

allow our faith to be stretched—sometimes even to a level that seems too much to our own 

human minds.  So we can sympathize with the kind of “spiritual wrestling” going on in our 

Gospel today: that sometimes we pray and pray and wonder if God is ignoring us, why He 

doesn’t answer us, or if perhaps He is upset with us.  Sometimes this goes on for days, 

months, and even years.  And this kind of testing hurts, and we can be tempted to give up. 

But here’s the key: Scripture is full of this kind of man wrestling with God.  Sometimes the 

tests seem like too much to ask.  But in each situation, we see that God does care.  He is 

listening.  But He also has His own plans, which we do not see right now (cf. Isa 55:9).  And 

His own timing, which often seems painfully slow!  But His plans are always for our good.  

So if we are to receive these blessings, we have to keep faith.  Like the Canaanite woman, 

we have to keep asking, in deep humility, and never give up.   

One great example of this dynamic is St. Peter. His faith was sorely tested when He saw 

Jesus—the One whom he hoped was to be savior and ruler of his people arrested, falsely 

convicted, and put to death on the Cross. And we know Peter miserably failed that test.  But 

he was also forgiven, humbled, and went on to become the Rock of the infant church.  And 

in his final test—one we can scarcely imagine—Peter triumphed: He kept the faith even 

when faced with death.  He was martyred for proclaiming the truth of the Resurrection.   

With that background, Peter’s own words in his 1st letter take on a whole new depth of 

meaning: In this you rejoice, he says, although now for a little while you may have to suffer 

through various trials, so that the genuineness of your faith, more precious than gold that is 

perishable even though tested by fire, may prove to be for praise, glory, and honor at the 

revelation of Jesus Christ. Although you have not seen him you love him; even though you do 

not see him now yet believe in him, you rejoice with an indescribable and glorious joy, as you 

attain the goal of [your] faith, the salvation of your souls.  

Put simply, God greatly tests our faith because He loves us so much that He wants more for 

us than we can begin to comprehend.  And He seems to have more faith in us and our 

ability to persevere under trial than we have for ourselves!  Why?  Because it’s His own 

power in us that enables us to endure!  So even in our trials, we can hold on to joy, because 

we know that the result of fire-tried faith is nothing less than the salvation of our souls. 


