
20th Sunday Cycle A 
The Canaanite Woman 

Matthew 15:21-28 

Beginning in 1976, Argentina suffered devastating effects from a military coup. For the 
next 17 years Argentinians lived under a ruthless regime responsible for numerous 
crimes against humanity. Over 20,000 men and women considered a threat to the 
regime were kidnapped and simply disappeared, usually after a period of being 
tortured. 

The effect silenced all opposition and squelched any political disturbance. Only one 
group staged public protests. They were women and mothers of those kidnapped, 
tortured, and murdered. They were called the Mothers of the Disappeared and they 
would gather in the public square in Buenos Aires for a silent vigil. The military 
harassed and bullied them but they persisted. 

Although they never discovered the whereabouts of their sons and daughters, their 
courage became a sign of hope for the Argentinian people. As one woman said, “When 
a woman gives birth to a child, she gives life and then at the same time, when they cut 
the cord, she gives freedom. We were fighting for life and for freedom.” (Give Us This 
Day, March 26, 2114, p.272) 

In St. Matthew’s Gospel this week the power of courage takes on another face with 
another mother. Courage comes in the form of the enemy, the outsider not welcomed, 
the group blamed for all our problems. Just as last week Peter approached Jesus 
through the storm by walking on the water, now this pagan woman approaches Jesus 
because of the personal storm of her daughter’s demonic disease. Peter approached 
because Jesus summoned him, but this woman approaches without being summoned 
and without even being welcomed. 

 Hostility appears to be the wall separating Jesus from the Canaanite woman in the 
Gospel. This is understandable given the history between Jew and Canaanite, worship 
of the one true God and pagan worship. If we were to tell this story with current 
headlines, it might read as thus: “Jesus withdrew to the region of Gaza and behold, a 
Palestinian woman of Hamas came and called out, ‘Have pity on me, Lord, Son of 
David’”. 

Jesus’ intensity concerning his mission as Messiah to the Jews, seems to momentarily 
block his ability to see beyond it, or to see around it to the needs of others. Many 
pagan societies practiced human sacrifice and temple prostitution. Jesus would need 
to be careful not to be enabling or endorsing such practice by granting miracles to 
their believers. 

But there is something more important than enabling pagan worship and a broader 

vision is required. The most unlikely and most unwelcome person is the one to 
broaden his vision. A pagan, a woman and a mother won’t take “no” for an answer. 
She know exactly what she needs, “pity” (or better “mercy”) for herself so connected to 
her daughter’s suffering. She exhibits a faith in who Jesus is, apparently without any 
previous teaching or preparation. 

Jesus is about to learn from this pagan woman that his mission extends way beyond 
that of Messiah to the Jews. This pagan uage can alter the intent of the speaker. But 
we can assume the quotes represent basic arguments of those favoring euthanasia in 
general and euthanasia for children in particular. 



Maine Sunday Telegram, 3/30/2014 Dr. Van Berlaer, chief of the pediatric critical 
care unit of University Hospital Brussels said, “We are talking about children that are 
really at the end of their life. It’s not that they have months or years to go. Their life 
will end anyway. The question they ask us is: ‘Don’t make me go in a terrible, 
horrifying way; let me go now while I am still a human being and while I still have my 
dignity.”’ 

Who told them they were no longer human beings? Who told them they no longer had 
dignity? Humanity and dignity are not things we lose. Humanity and dignity are part 
and parcel of how God created us. 

When we start making decisions based on who is no longer human or no longer has 
dignity, we have crossed a line into dark and troubled waters. If we believe we can 
navigate those waters without divine assistance, we can the name of those waters with 
the original darkness of Human Pride! 

Here is the real truth of human dignity. The homeless folks lost in alcoholism and 
other addictions remain human and retain dignity. The undocumented immigrants 
waiting in crowded prisons to be deported back to Mexico and other Central American 
countries remain human and retain dignity. Those in nursing homes debilitated by 
Alzheimer’s disease or other forms of dementia remain human and retain dignity. The 
infant in the womb diagnosed with Downs Syndrome remains human and retains 
dignity. 

The garment laborers in developing countries working long hours in dangerous 
factories for pitiful wages remain human and retain dignity. The last example and a 
difficult one for me but no less true: the people living on death row often for some 
horrific and barbaric crimes remain human and retain dignity. 

This list can go on endlessly, but certainly children in final stages of horrific diseases 
remain human and retain dignity. Let me be clear. The reality of sin is obvious. Sin 
constitutes acting in ways contrary to humanity and scarring dignity. When we deny 
someone’s humanity or dismiss dignity including our own, we violate God’s creative 
work. 

Jan Bernheim, a retired Belgian oncologist says the law recognizes that some children 
are exceptionally mature -- more than some adults. He compares the mature children 
to Anne Frank, the author The Diary of a Young Girl. “No one would dispute that Anne 
Frank was a mature person at 13 or 14,” Bernheim said. “Not all children are like this 
but there are some who are.” 

Anne Frank was a young teenage girl killed with her family in the Nazi death camps. 
After the Nazis occupied The Netherlands, the Frank family went into hiding. After two 
years, they were betrayed, arrested, transported to death camps and killed. After the 

war, a relative discovered the diary Anne wrote during her two years of hiding. 

Anne Frank was indeed very mature for her age, even mature beyond her years. Her 
maturity compelled her to live in the odds of certain death. Her diary is a passionate 
call to live and to make life meaningful. Suggesting Anne Frank as a model promoting 
euthanasia is like holding up Mother Teresa as a proponent of euthanasia. Her Homes 
for the Dying often gave many in last moments of life their first real encounter with 
love in all their stages of their disease. 

Some suggest we treat animals better than humans. Farm animals, horses and 
household pets are treated mercifully by euthanizing them rather than letting them 
suffer terribly in their final stages of life. There is more sad irony in this statement. 



One reality is that we provide extensive pain control and palliative care for humans 
not provided for animals. There have been significant breakthroughs in medications 
and therapies relieving pain. 

The Hospice Movement, (residential and institutional) is one of the great blessings for 
a person dying and to all their families and other loved ones. Hospice is a holistic 
approach addressing physical pain and, emotional and spiritual suffering. Allowing 
people to die with pain controlled and surrounded by loving care is what dying with 
dignity is all about. 

Secondly, many animals often receive better health care than many humans. Tony 
Payne has written some wonderful articles over many years. Recently, he wrote a fluff 
piece for the Portland Daily Sun (25 March 2014) on household pets. “Today, 
affordable pet insurance is available in Maine and New Hampshire. The number of 
covered pets is expected to increase 25 percent nationwide by the end of 2015 to 
minimize financially daunting but not uncommon health procedures. 

For example, removing foreign but apparently irresistible objects from a dog's innards 
is the most common pet insurance claim and the cost can be about $7,500. A hip 
repair for dysplasia runs about $3,500 and medications can really rack up the bills 
over the lifetime of your pet. Cancer treatment and heart surgery are not atypical. How 
far are people willing to go? A friend of mine spent over $10,000 for two surgeries on 
her cat following separate run-ins with a car. Crazy? Apparently not.” 

Before all you pet lovers begin writing Bishop Deeley about this homily, my only point 
is that if we can find affordable health insurance for pets, why can’t we do that for 
people? Health care is a human right recognized and promoted by the Catholic 
Church. Why? Health care enhances human dignity. 

The Scriptures are clear this weekend that death can be an enemy or a friend. If we 
leave God in charge, life and death become friends drawing us closer to God. If we 
decide to take charge in place of God, life and death become dark enemies of chaos. 
History reminds us we have not done well when we decide to take God’s place or 
decide God is no longer relevant. We might want to study some of that history before 
we boldly decide to enter those dark and disturbing waters yet again. 

 


