20th Sunday Ordinary Time (A)


08/20/2017
‘I am going to build a wall.  It will be the best wall!  It will be the greatest wall!’
‘Those who build walls are not followers of Christ.’
When I reflect on the difference between the two very different perspectives, I am reminded of the numerous times that I build walls by taking offense.  Building walls leaves no room for other possibilities.  Our taking offense feels like an attack (and it often is), and causes defenses – walls – to be raised.
This is a very different Jesus in today’s Gospel from Matthew, than we are used to seeing.  He is so strikingly different that people, through the years, have felt the need to find excuses for the rudeness and cruelty that Jesus demonstrates in the story.  Some attempt to push it aside by suggesting that Jesus’ way of acting is expected between a Jew and a Gentile.  So no offense is intended.  (This approach is like saying that calling people who immigrate to the US thieves, murderers, and rapists, isn’t rude and cruel.  It is expected.)  Others say that Jesus is attempting to call forth faith in the Canaanite woman by his rudeness and cruelty.  Neither explanation holds much credence for me.

The inspiration of the Scriptures is found – I sense – in the Canaanite woman.  Somehow, she does not take offense at the rudeness and cruelty that Jesus’ words to her intend.  This is one occasion in which Jesus attempts to put up a wall and his efforts fail because the woman is free not to retaliate.  She, instead, offers space for Jesus to reflect on his reaction and words to her.  When he does, his response and words are transformed into words of warmth and gentleness.
Retaliation is so imbedded in us that we say and do things toward others without any idea that we are attacking or building walls.  We can easily and quickly justify our retaliatory words and behavior because it is expected.  Most retaliation (I suspect) comes from fear of being hurt… again.

Fear tells us that we are endangered by people and things that want to hurt us… again, and urges us to build walls to protect ourselves.  The Scriptures call this fear, sin.  The Scriptures say that we are attempting to act as independent and self-sufficient realities.  We are, by acting in this way, refusing to be the person God creates us to be because it is who God is: interdependent and relational.
Fear is the opposite of love.  God – who is love and casts out all fear – helps us to see and accept that taking offense and building walls only leads to fear and further retaliations.  God, instead, empowers us – like the Canaanite woman in today’s Gospel – not to take offense.  Each time we do space is offered in which new possibilities and change can occur.
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