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the Sunday Readings

Jesus answered, "Woman, great is your faith!
Let it be done for you as you wish." And her
daughter was healed instantly. (Matthew 15:28)
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good news for outsiders’

introduction

Matthew continues instruction about the qualities required of disciples. We
model our lives on Jesus' own lack of exclusiveness, so we avoid any of the rigidity
of, ‘born-again Pharisees’, like some of those within the earliest Christian
communities. That means being open and accepting, like Jesus was, towards the
outsider. These themes continue the thread of Matthew's presentation of Jesus'
teaching and practice as it relates to the evangelist's central concern - the nature
of discipleship and the realm of Heaven.

first reading: lsaiah 56:1,6-7° [ the covenant extended to all who obey |
Thus says the Lorp: "Maintain justice, and do what is right, for soon my
salvation will come, and my deliverance be revealed.(1) . . . And the
foreigners who join themselves to the LORrD, to minister to him, to love the
name of the LoRD, and to be his servants, all who keep the sabbath, and do

not profane it, and hold fast my covenant — (6) these | will bring to my holy

mountain, and make them joyful in my house of prayer; their burnt

offerings and their sacrifices will be accepted on my altar; for my house
shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.(7)

Third Isaiah,’ is written in the light of the experience of the returnees from
exile, who find themselves victims of their own elite, who have shared exile in
Babylon with them. But now this elite have taken over oppressive patterns of rule
in restored Jerusalem. They have pushed their poorer sisters and brothers to the
margins of society. The prophet, acting as the LORD's mouthpiece, appeals for
change - that life need not be set up in oppressive ways. He is confident that
society in Jerusalem can be arranged differently.

The prophet insists on the practise of justice and the celebrating of the LORD's
power for life-giving. He insists that this is within the capability of the returned
community. Because, fundamental to acting justly and doing right, is the LORD's
righteousness — which is promised and will surely come. Human righteousness is
parallel to justice. GoD's righteousness is parallel to human liberation. Therefore,
the new community of the transformed, practises the LORD's power for life-giving.
In practical terms, the new power for life-giving is exercised in opening up the
temple ( the place of ‘life’and ‘good things’) to all the formerly excluded ones -
that is, foreigners and eunuchs.* Such a proposal, assails all the old rules of purity,

1 Cover Image: The Canaanite Woman by Jean Colombe 1485-89.

2 The biblical excerpts are drawn from the New Oxford Annotated Bible, New Revised Standard Version
(NRSV), published by Oxford University Press (1994)

3 [s.56-66

4 [s.56:3-8
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in much the same way as Jesus will later confront the temple guardians in his
time.> Isaiah calls for a radical change of life and practice, in the shape of new
rules and procedures. The prophet suggests that the real change of faith
required, is for all people to participate in the new community, that needs to
come into being. Such participation will overcome the old unjust order based on
exclusiveness.

response: Psalm 67 :1-7 [ the nations called to praise GOD ]

May Gobp be gracious to us and bless us
and make his face to shine upon us, Selah (1) °
that your way may be known upon earth,
your saving power among all nations.(2)
Let the peoples praise you, O Gob;

let all the peoples praise you.(3)

Let the nations be glad and sing for joy,

for you judge the peoples with equity

and guide the nations upon earth. Selah (4)
Let the peoples praise you, O Gob;

let all the peoples praise you.(5)

The earth has yielded its increase;

Gob, our Gob, has blessed us.(6)

May Gobp continue to bless us;

let all the ends of the Earth revere him.(7)

In light of the LoRD's Favours in the past, the new life made possible drives the
speaker to rethink the economic and political realities of the day. While the
emphasis is on prayer for GobD's blessing; social practices that exclude
exploitation, greed and inequity. These are the non-negotiable conditions for
receiving the LorD's blessing. The blessing is similar to the one found in Numbers.’
The speaker extends the benefits and responsibilities of receiving Gob's blessing,
beyond the Israelite community to, “all the nations” (v.2). The LorD will be
universally praised and all will rejoice in Gob's merciful judgements (v.4ff).

Like the Aaronic or priestly blessing in the Book of Numbers, the LORD's blessing
and face (presence) belong together. From knowledge of the LorD and of the
LorD's ways, comes knowlege of GobD's power for life-giving. The speaker's
blessing, or thanksgiving, reflects the Israelite tradition of reciting this psalm at
the end of the Sabbath. The theme of blessing with its universal perspective, is a
reminder of the Book of Genesis.® The promise of the LORD's power for life-giving
echoes through the Israelite Scriptures. The community of the LoRD learns to

5 CF Lk7:33-35

6 Selah -a liturgical direction; it may indicate that there should be an instrumental interlude at this point
in the singing of the psalm.

7 Cf. Nm.6:22-27

8 Gn12:1-3
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break away from all narrowness in their reception of Gob's saving help.’ The plea
for a bountiful harvest (v.7), is made in the light of Israel's prosperity which will
persuade ‘the nations’to worship their LORD.

second reading: Romans 11:13-15,29-32 [ about the salvation of the Gentiles |

Now | am speaking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch then as | am an apostle to
the Gentiles, | glorify my ministry(13) in order to make my own people
Jjealous, and thus save some of them.(14) For if their rejection is the
reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the
dead!(15) . .. for the gifts and the calling of Gobp are irrevocable.(29) Just
as you were once disobedient to Gop but have now received mercy
because of their disobedience,(30) so they have now been disobedient in
order that, by the mercy shown to you, they too may now receive mercy.
(31) For Gop has imprisoned all in disobedience so that he may be merciful
to all.(32)

Earlier Paul had contrasted the righteousness of the Torah (or Law) with the
righteousness of faith." Paul now develops that contrast by attributing to Jesus
characteristics of being the living Torah. Faith in Jesus, Paul urges, is based on his
empowering for life — especially for those who have been excluded by the old
righteousness of the Torah. The new righteousness of Jesus, emerges in the very
exclusion of those who find themselves outsiders to the old Torah and to the
Temple.

The practise of true righteousness isn't conforming to an ideology or to law.
The practise of true righteousness is transformation so there need be no more
vengeance."” The apostle is convinced that the Israelites as a people will one day
be likewise reconciled by the same power for life-giving — the grace of Christ.
The unbelief of ‘the Jews’ has paved the way for the preaching of the gospel to
‘the Gentiles’ and for their easier acceptance of it outside the context of Jewish
culture (vv.11-15).

Through his mission to Gentiles Paul also hopes to fill his fellow Jews with
jealousy. Hence he hastens to fill the entire Mediterranean world with the gospel.
In GobD's design, Israel's unbelief is being used to grant the light of faith to the
Gentiles. Meanwhile, Israel remains dear to Gob,'™ still the object of special
providence, the mystery of which will one day be revealed (v.29). Once all the
Gentile nations have heard the gospel, Israel as a whole is expected to embrace it.
This will be tantamount to resurrection of the dead, that is, the reappearance of
Jesus Christ with all the believers at the end of time."

9 Inour contemporary world — torn by racial and ethnic exclusion and strife — the message of the speaker
is relevant. Gop reigns in our world and intends blessing, "all the nations!"

10 Rm.10.1-4

11 /Ibid. 12:2,19-21

12 Ibid.9:13
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gospel reading: Matthew 15:21-28 [ the Canaanite woman’s faith |

Jesus left that place and went away to the district of Tyre and Sidon.(21)
Just then a Canaanite woman from that region came out and started
shouting, "Have mercy on me, LORD, Son of David; my daughter is
tormented by a demon."(22) But he did not answer her at all. And his
disciples came and urged him, saying, "Send her away, for she keeps
shouting after us."(23) He answered, "I was sent only to the lost sheep of
the house of Israel."(24) But she came and knelt before him, saying, "L ORD,
help me."(25)

Earlier, the gospel tells about the death of John the Baptist and that when
Jesus heard the news,' he went away in a boat to a place apart — although many
people followed him there. Now Jesus is among Gentiles in pagan territory. In talk
with some Pharisees from Jerusalem,’ Jesus had broken down the barrier of the
law about cleanness/uncleanness.’® Now Jesus meets a pagan woman, who comes
from Phoenicia and crosses over to Jesus, who is still in the Israelite border
region. She starts shouting at him asking for his help."” She is called, ‘a Canaanite’
(v.22). To a Jew, a Canaanite was like calling someone an enemy of Gop's people;
that is, a pagan! It was the same as saying, ‘oppressor’. The Israelites often called
pagans, ‘dogs’, whereas they, the chosen people, called themselves, ‘the Children
of Gop".

The woman shows she believes Jesus was ‘a messiah’'— the messiah of another
race (v.22). She calls him, ‘Son of David’ — which is the Israelite messianic title.
Jesus affirms that he has been sent only, "to the lost sheep of the house of Israel”
(v.24) —that is, to the Israelite race alone - for they had been chosen for freedom.
But they had gone astray, falling into practices of injustice and oppression like
other peoples. The Messiah had been promised to the Israelites to set them free
so that by means of their freedom, all the other nations would be free! Jesus
seems to reflect here that his personal mission was limited to the Israelites alone.
After the resurrection he sends his apostles to announce good news to, ‘all the
nations’."®

13 [wv.30-32] Israel, together with the Gentiles — who have been handed over to all manner of vices (see
Rm.1).

[v.32] Gop has imprisoned . . . disobedience: The conclusion of Rm.11:32 repeats the thought of Rm.5:20,
"Where sin increased, grace overflowed all the more.”

14 Mt14:13

15 Mt15:1-9

16 The Pharisees were a religious party who sought to faithfully fulfill all the rites and precepts of their
religion. Their piety was genuine in most cases. But Jesus always calls them "hypocrites” — because -
even when they faithfully carry out their religion — it is really false; an invention of human making. He
finds that their religion is also alienating. It separates the Pharisees from the liberation thats the
'precept of the Lorp'(the Gob who freed them from Egypt).

17 The region of Tyre and Sidon (Phoenicia) was one of the most commercially advanced regions in the
ancient world. It was a very rich region. But the gospel doesn't mention that the Phoencian woman was
rich.

18 CF. Mt.28:19a
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People, ‘tormented by a demon’ (v.22) were usually cases of psychic illnesses.
Such illnesses were considered to be, ‘of the devil’. Maybe they are. According to
modern researchers they are produced by extreme individualism or selfishness.
That is similar. Here Jesus wants to give his disciples an example of what would
become their work in the future - to distribute food’ among all who have faith,
without regard to their nationality. Many people outside the church — who don't
seem to believe in GoD - are struggling to give people justice. That's like saying
they are trying to, ‘give them Gob’. Such people are like this Canaanite woman
seeking liberation for her daughter. Supposedly, she didn't have faith because she
wasn't of the chosen race (and - she was a women).

He answered, "It is not fair to take the children's food and throw it to the
dogs."(26) She said, "Yes, LORD, yet even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall
from their masters' table."(27) Then Jesus answered her, "Woman, great is

your faith! Let it be done for you as you wish.” And her daughter was
healed instantly.(28)

Jesus was bringing his, food’ or ‘bread’, for his fellow Israelites but he has
been forced to flee to the outer borders of Israel. His own people had rejected
him. And here on the outer margin of his own country, an outsider comes over
and proclaims him — messiah!" The woman responds to Jesus' remark (v.27). He
hadn't been sent to the Canaanites (the dogs) and the woman acknowledges this.
Her Faith included an acceptance that Jesus' Gob, took the Canaanites for ‘dogs’-
that is — pagans. Yet ‘the Children of Gobp’ (the Israelites) have scorned the food
they have been offered. The woman thinks that maybe they, (the dogs), won't
just get the crumbs but the whole loaf!

Jesus answered her, "Woman, great is your faith! Let it be done for you as you
wish"(v.28a) and, "her daughter was healed instantly” (v.28b). Jesus gave the
woman, ‘the children’s food’. The woman needed Jesus, because her daughter was
making life impossible. Jesus’ call didn't refer to the pagans as, ‘dogs’in the same
way as the Israelites desparagingly called them. He referred to them as, ‘house-
dogs’, or domesticated pets. That is an affectionate expression to which the
woman readily responded. Jesus may have been joking with her; a smile on his
lips. Elsewhere, Jesus praises the faith of the Roman Centurion. Later he said that
many foreigners would come from east and west, to sit down at ‘the banquet of
the Kingdom of Heaven'. There are no longer, ‘dogs’; there are only, ‘children of
Gop’ - and we are all sisters and brothers together. The food is Jesus and this
food is given for all to share.

19 Mark's gospel says Jesus had been attracting a great many foreigners from Tyre (cf. Mk.3:8).

6
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for sharing:

e The covenant is extended to all who obey: Comment on Isaiah 56:1,6-7

e About the salvation of Gentiles. Comment on Romans 11:13-15,29-32

e The Canaanite woman’s faith when she pleads for her daughter’s healing.
Comment on Matthew 15:21-28

prayer: *

Gob of the nations,

to your table all are invited
and in your family no one is a stranger.
Satisfy the hunger

of those gathered

in this house of prayer,

and mercifully extend

to all the peoples on Earth

the joy of salvation and faith.
Grant this through

our LorD Jesus Christ, your Son,
who lives and reigns with you
in the unity of the Holy Spirit,
Gob for ever and ever. Amen

review; 2

Matthew's experience leads him to reaffirm the universality of Jesus' message.

Gradually the Jewish Christians who formed part of his community come to accept
that perspective. And today we must not think we are exempt from a narrow-minded

20

21

22

Lectio Divina: reading Gob’s WoRD in a moment of prayer and allowing it to enlighten and renew us:
The practise of lectio divina requires a quiet space, a passage of scripture and the willingness to give
time to the project. The passage used should be short. For the purpose of this leaflet, we suggest
using the gospel reading of the up-coming Sunday. There are four steps in the traditional practise of
lectio divina. The steps don’t have to have the following order: lectio (reading) — read the passage of
Scripture read slowly - more than once. If a particular word, phrase, or sentence seems significant
(even if you don’t know why) you may want to write it down. meditatio (reflection) — let the significant
words fill your mind without straining to analyse them. We are in Gob's presence and so let the Holy
Spirit lead your understanding of the words. oratio (prayer) — allow your heart to speak to Gop, in
words inspired by the passage of Scripture, or by the thoughts that have come to you, while reflecting
on it. contemplatio (rest) — let go of ideas and words and allow yourself to rest in the presence of Gob,
in simple and wordless contemptlation. This leaflet gives the context and some commentary on each
of the readings and the psalm used in the Sunday’s liturgy. Familiarity with the texts and the
commentary beforehand, can better prepare our hearing and understanding the passages in our
worship. Whatever our preparation for doing this exercise and whatever questions we may use to
break open the passage, we must be conscious of Christ's promise: ‘Where two or three are gathered in
my name, | am there among them’

The prayer that concludes the Lectio Divina is ICEL's 1998 opening prayer from the Proper of the Day.
These prayers draw upon the concrete and vivid images of Scripture and conclude with a clearly
focused petition inspired by the readings.

The review —at the end of each reflection the review examines one of the themes of the readings,
usually drawn from the gospel, and provides an opportunity to check our own performance, in the light
of the Worp and Eucharist that we have previously heard and experienced.

7



Year of Matthew 20" August 2023

mentality in terms of the outreach of our Christian faith. We are often inclined to
feel as if we were private owners of the gospel and to identify our customs and
culture with Jesus' message.

We are denying the right to live the gospel from the perspective of other cultural
worlds. It is one thing to believe with conviction and another to exclude people who
do not think like us. Jesus acknowledges the faith of a ‘pagan’ with admiration and
good humour. He presents her to the disciples as a model, especially to those who, in
the worst possible aberrations, look with contempt at people who do not share their
own religious opinions.

The food of the liturgy and full participation in the eucharistic action, requires
disciples to be open-minded to the needy. Any temptation to exclusivity, trivialises
our part in our eucharistic worship. It substitutes human precepts for Gob’s WORD in
Christ's teaching and practise. The subversive WORD of Gob reminds us that the
eucharistic liturgy is for ALL — and like all good things, the precepts that affirm this
truth, come from Gob, through Christ.
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