
20th Sunday in Ordinary Time 

St. Matthew’s Gospel 15: 21-28 

Jesus and the Canaanite Woman 

 The drama and shock of this Gospel passage is difficult to grasp in our day and time. Jesus is 

proclaiming the Kingdom of God, but so far, he understands his mission as for only the Israelites, especially 

“the lost sheep of Israel.”  

Now a woman comes, a Canaanite woman. The Canaanites and Jews despised each other with a 

passion. The Canaanite pagan gods at times seemed to have as great an attraction to the Israelites as the Lord 

God. Many of their idolatrous violations were worshipping the Canaanite god Baal. The Canaanites also 

preached violence against the Israelites and friendly relations were between rare and never.  

 But this woman is a mother, and her daughter suffers from a disease so great it is attributed to 

demonic powers. Her love for her daughter becomes a driving force from within to approach Jesus for a 

miraculous cure. But Jesus neither welcomes her to approach or listens to her while making her appeal. This 

Canaanite woman may have come from the wrong side of all life as far as the Israelites were concerned, but 

her passionate love for her daughter, and her bold proclamation of faith captures the Lord’s heart and brings 

Him to attention.  

She calls Jesus “Lord” twice and reminds him that the Lord is God of all people and not just the chosen 

ones of Israel. He immediately realizes the extent of his mission and heals her daughter. Jesus hears the voice 

of his Heavenly Father calling out through the cry of this pagan woman, something utterly unthinkable before 

Jesus’ time. He now understands his mission to proclaim the Kingdom of Heaven to all people, not just the lost 

sheep of Israel. 

This example of the Lord’s humanity might embarrass or scandalize us, but neither Matthew or Mark 

were so scandalized; and placed this encounter in their gospels. Both were trying to help their churches bring 

down the walls of separation between “Jew” and “gentile” so that all humanity might become welcomed into 

the Body of Christ. With all the first Christians being Jews, the church did not quite know what to do with all 

these gentiles also hearing the Gospel and responding with faith. No one expected or planned for that. 

Many Jewish Christians believed the gentiles needed to become Jews first and then baptized. 

Therefore, the men needed to be circumcised, and all needed to abide by the Mosaic dietary laws and attend 

both synagogue and Eucharist. But St. Paul recognized the former ways of doing things simply were not 

working anymore. He taught the gentiles could be baptized simply on professing their faith apart from any 

requirements from Mosaic Law. This was a radical departure from the Scriptures and a fierce battle 

commenced within the church. 

This division between St. Paul and the other Jewish Christians almost prevented the church from 

having a second century of life. But here we are today, a gentile church welcoming people to baptism without 

any regard for dietary laws, circumcision or synagogue attendance. The wall of separation collapsed and all 

became one. 

The wall separating Jew from gentile came crashing down in the waters of baptism. What issues today 

have resemblances from this first century tension, and what can we learn from those days to help us today? 

What about the Catholic Church’s and other more fundamentalist Christian churches’ relationships with 

people who are gay or transgendered?  



Gay and transgendered people have won many fights for protection against unjust discrimination in 

the last few decades. They have also become more integrated into society and the general public. But to use 

St. Paul’s term from his Letter to the Ephesians, “walls of hostility” still exist, and people who are gay face 

great rejection and violence.  

In other parts of the world, people who are gay can be targeted by the government itself, or at least 

with the complicity of government officials (all these incidents come from Amnesty International websites). In 

the Russian republic of Chechnya, credible sources inside the country tell of over one hundred men being 

abducted, tortured and even killed on suspicion of being gay. In Tunisia, a 22-year-old man was sentenced to 

one year in prison for having a gay relationship, while in Iran a 19-year-old male was hanged for the same 

offense.  

Obviously, these are not isolated incidences cherry picked from one website. There is a mountain of 

other such incidences taking place daily around the world. Why gay and transgendered people elicit such 

hostility and violence is beyond me. They are not responsible for more than their share of murders, or 

robberies, or other violent crimes. They are known to pay their taxes, and many are considered to be 

generous and compassionate. Why the hostility? Why the abuse? 

Coming back to our country, a little over a year ago, one shooter killed 48 and wounded 56 people at a 

popular gay nightclub in Orlando, Florida. This shooter chose this social gathering place specifically because 

the customers were predominately gay or transgendered. 

The website Trevor Project citing a 2016 study from the United States Department of Health, reported, 

“The rate of suicide attempts is 4 times greater for LGB youth and 2 times greater for questioning youth than 

that of straight youth.” 

 These statistics as well as the violence in Charlottesville, Virginia, last week tell us there is a lot more 

work to do building communities where everyone experiences welcome and safety. But this homily is not 

addressed to the wider society but “the Church.” And in this homily, “Church” means all of us, not just the 

Pope and other bishops. 

 Let me offer just two examples of what are likely unnecessary hostility toward gay people generated 

from within the Churches. Most people of same-sex attraction prefer to be called “gay or lesbian.” However, 

many within the Roman Catholic Church and other more fundamentalist or evangelical churches will not use 

those terms. Instead, they will only use the words “homosexual” or those with “same-sex attraction.” 

 Although I have no idea why they utilize those terms over terms people prefer for themselves, nor did I 

have time to research it, let me offer one example from history. 

 Not so long ago, when Catholic immigrants from Ireland, Italy, Poland, Germany and French Quebec 

poured into our nation, many anti- Catholics in American society refused to refer to Catholics as “Catholics.” 

Rather, we were referred to as “Papists” or “Romanists”.  

Those terms were meant to sow seeds of fear among Americans that Catholics or “Papists” were really 

under the control of a foreign absolute monarch sending people here to undermine our system of rights and 

liberties. Catholics were considered a subversive force ready to corrupt the American way of life ultimately 

uniting the American government under the Pope of Rome. Refusing to call us by our preferred name robbed 

us of beauty of our faith, instead labeling us with evil intentions and sinister goals in this country. 



Does this sound familiar? Elements of Christian churches including Roman Catholics have similar fears 

of people who are gay. Can we learn from our own history? Ignorance and misunderstanding lead to fear; and 

fear is the great divider and instigator of violence. Referring to people by their preferred term is respectful and 

“respect” is the hallmark of a decent people.  

  Secondly, on some Catholic organization websites, there is the term “the homosexual agenda.” Again, 

this is neither isolated or cherry picked but seems to be a regular feature of certain Catholic and other 

religious websites. There is a certain “conspiracy” message underlining these sites.  

I can only speak from my own experience knowing people who are gay in my family, as friends, and as 

parishioners. If there is a common agenda among them, it looks like this. They get up in the morning, put on 

the coffee, get ready for work, if parents they get the kids ready for school. They figure out who is attending 

what school event, who is preparing supper, and what to get certain family members for upcoming birthdays 

and other events. Doesn’t seem like any of us need to lose any sleep over that agenda. 

 This homily understands there are some very difficult, complex and sensitive issues both before us now 

and coming on the horizon regarding issues of sexual orientation, gender identification, business practices and 

public facilities. If we as church expect to have an impact on how these issues play out for communities, we 

need to remove suspicion and hostility from our hearts.  

We need St. Paul’s attitude recognizing old ways of doing things just aren’t working anymore, and it is 

time to be creative. If we remain suspicious and hostile, we will marginalize ourselves as a moral force, and 

become a self-fulfilling prophecy. 

 I close with one story from my thirty-one years of priesthood. About fifteen years ago, a young man 

came into the confessional behind the screen and identified himself as struggling with “same sex attraction.” 

He then gave his confession and after receiving absolution, he asked me to pray for him as he was soon going 

to a Catholic shrine to pray for a miracle.  

 I asked, “What miracle are you seeking?” He responded, “That I won’t be gay anymore.” I asked, “What 

about self-acceptance? Would that be a miracle?” With a hushed voice, he said, “Yes.” So I told him, “Please 

go to this shrine. It is a beautiful place of prayer and pilgrimage. And do of course ask for a miracle. But let God 

decide what the miracle will be.” He agreed. 

 


