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20TH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME | YEAR A                                               16 Aug 2020 
 
Is 56:1, 6-7;  Rom 11:13-15, 29-32;  Mt 15:21-28 
 

 
At the beginning of Mass, in the Penitential Rite, we pray “Lord have mercy” three times – 
which is not too unlike what we hear in the pleading from the Canaanite woman in today’s 
Gospel.  Abbot Jeremy Driscoll, the Benedictine Abbot at Mt. Angel Abbey in Oregon, wrote a 
book, titled What Happens at Mass, and in it he describes what is taking place when we pray 
“Lord have mercy,” and the awareness we should have of what we say. 
 
In advance of hearing the word of God, and of celebrating the Eucharist, he says, “The sacred 
action that is beginning inevitably awakens in us a keen sense of how our sins stand in striking 
contrast to what we are about to do.”  He writes, “We are in the presence of the all holy God, and 
as a first reaction to finding ourselves there, what can we do except beg Him for His mercy?”  
Abbot Jeremy says, “How could we ever hope to enter into communion with the sacrifice of 
Christ if we were to approach it as something to which we had a right?”  “No,” he says, “we draw 
near to the word, we draw near to the altar, with repentance.” 
 
Prayer and God’s mercy are like bookends, and in between is the richness of God’s love – 
volume, after volume, after volume. 
 
The Canaanite woman in today’s Gospel presents herself to Jesus begging for His mercy, to rid 
her daughter of a demon that possessed her.  She is convinced Jesus can heal her, and she isn’t 
about to be dissuaded by Jesus’ disciples, or even Jesus Himself.  Jesus recognizes the depth of 
her faith and conviction and says, “O woman, great is your faith! [with an exclamation point 
there in the text – indicating that Jesus was really impressed with this woman’s faith!]  He says, 
“Let it be done for you as you wish.”  And, as we heard, the woman’s daughter was healed. 
 
What about our prayers?  What about when we ask Jesus for mercy?  Unlike the woman in 
today’s Gospel, we sometimes – maybe, too often – ask for too little in our prayers. 
 
At a retreat I attended one time, the retreat director made the comment that God does not hear 
all of our prayers.  What?!  God does not hear all of our prayers, from the standpoint that He 
does not respond to what we ask sometimes.  God isn’t going to respond to what we ask for, if 
what we’ve asked for is not what is best for us.  In paragraph 2737 of the Catechism of the 
Catholic Church we read, “God cannot answer us, for he desires our well-being, our life.” 
 
It’s like elsewhere in the Scriptures when James and John are walking with Jesus and they ask 
Him if they can sit beside Him when He comes into His glory, one on the right and one on the 
left.  And Jesus tells them, “You do not know what you are asking.”  (Mk 10:38)  Neither do we 
sometimes.  And like that instance with James and John, there can be a risk in our prayer of not 
asking for enough of what we should –  a risk of not asking for the right things.  We need to pray 
for what’s truly important, and then, persevere in our prayers for what we’ve asked – but always 
being open to God’s will for our lives, open to God’s judgment about what is truly best for us. 
 
It’s not enough to ask Jesus to heal our body of some infirmity, and not ask Him to heal our 
soul, to increase our faith.  It’s not sufficient to ask Jesus to do the obvious that so consumes our 
human existence, and not ask Him to do that for which He came – to lead us to eternal life with 
the Father. 
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We could perhaps get cynical and say, “Well, yeah, sure, we all want that, but the immediate 
need is this!”  How do we truly know what our “immediate need” is?  When did we stop trusting 
in the Lord to come to that kind of rationale?  Who better knows what I need, me, or God?  In all 
honesty, too much of the time, perhaps, I’m going to come up with whatever is best for me, right 
now, and, in the immediate future.  But God might have made a different choice. 
 
As human beings, we’re sometimes short-term thinkers.  We’re so rooted to this mortal 
existence of ours that what happens in this one hour each week can easily get diluted in the 
remaining 167 hours of the week – if we do nothing more to sustain it. 
 
We can do many things, like make a visit for private prayer to our Lord in the tabernacle 
Monday through Saturday, 10am to 1pm, Sundays from 12pm to 2pm; or attend Mass during the 
week – in person or via the live-stream Mass – every day at 9am.  Or stay for adoration after the 
9am Wednesday Mass for one-half hour on the MQP plaza, maybe for even for an additional 
hour inside the church.  We can read the Bible for a few minutes, or a lot of minutes, or set aside 
time for quiet prayer each day, however long; pray the Rosary, the Liturgy of the Hours, 
something to let God know that the light is on, and we’re here – and we’re His! 

 
All this returns us to the point of our need for prayer.  It’s not only about our need for prayer, 
but, as Fr. Chad has said recently in his homilies, it’s our need to make time for prayer.  It’s not 
everything else, then prayer.  It’s prayer, then everything else.  But for those times when we 
find that we didn’t put prayer first in our day – and there are those times that it just doesn’t 
happen, and I can attest to that – those times shouldn’t be considered failure on our part, but 
rather we need to look at it as another opportunity to begin again . . . and then, begin again! 
 
And still, we sometimes ask too little of Jesus when we pray.  The God Who loves us – Who 
created us – sent us His Son to bring us home to Him, and in the meantime, our prayer life is 
essential to our journey back to Him.  Paragraph 2793 of the Catechism says, “God’s love has no 
bounds, neither should our prayer.”  We need to think about what we ask God in prayer so that 
we are aware of His Divine Mercy in our lives, aware of how much He gives us, and will give us – 
like the Canaanite woman – if we only ask Him. 
 
Just let us not ask too little of our God, and, let us also give God thanksgiving in our prayers for 
all that he has already given us. 

† 


