Little house of prayer for the week of Aug 17-23, 2014
XX Sunday in Ordinary Time
"The great and victorious faith"

1. The Word of God

Reading 1 – Isaiah 56:1, 6-7
Thus says the LORD: Observe what is right, do what is just; for my salvation is about to come, my justice, about to be revealed.  The foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, ministering to him, loving the name of the LORD, and becoming his servants- all who keep the Sabbath free from profanation and hold to my covenant, them I will bring to my holy mountain and make joyful in my house of prayer; their burnt offerings and sacrifices will be acceptable on my altar, for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.
The Word of the Lord / Thanks be to God

Responsorial Psalm – Psalm 67:2-3, 5, 6, 8

R.  O God, let all the nations praise you!
 
May God have pity on us and bless us; may he let his face shine upon us.

So may your way be known upon earth; among all nations, your salvation.

May the nations be glad and exult because you rule the peoples in equity;

the nations on the earth you guide.

May the peoples praise you, O God; may all the peoples praise you!

May God bless us, and may all the ends of the earth fear him!
Reading 2 – Romans 11:13-15, 29-32

Brothers and sisters: I am speaking to you Gentiles. Inasmuch as I am the apostle to the Gentiles, I glory in my ministry in order to make my race jealous and thus save some of them.  For if their rejection is the reconciliation of the world, what will their acceptance be but life from the dead?  For the gifts and the call of God are irrevocable. Just as you once disobeyed God but have now received mercy because of their disobedience, so they have now disobeyed in order that, by virtue of the mercy shown to you, they too may now receive mercy.  For God delivered all to disobedience, that he might have mercy upon all.
The Word of the Lord / Thanks be to God

Proclamation of the Holy Gospel according to Matthew (Matthew 15:21-28)

At that time, Jesus withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon.  And behold, a Canaanite woman of that district came and called out, "Have pity on me, Lord, Son of David!  My daughter is tormented by a demon."  But Jesus did not say a word in answer to her.  Jesus' disciples came and asked him, "Send her away, for she keeps calling out after us."  He said in reply, "I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel."  But the woman came and did Jesus homage, saying, "Lord, help me."  He said in reply, "It is not right to take the food of the children and throw it to the dogs."  She said, "Please, Lord, for even the dogs eat the scraps that fall from the table of their masters."  Then Jesus said to her in reply, "O woman, great is your faith!  Let it be done for you as you wish."  And the woman's daughter was healed from that hour.
The Gospel of the Lord / Praise to you Lord Jesus Christ
2. References for a better understanding of the Gospel
Jesus began a long journey that, contradictory as it may seen, was meant to be a missionary trip “for leisure and work.”  In fact, the original version of the Gospel of St. Matthew textually says that Jesus “withdrew to the region of Tyre and Sidon…”  (We are told that He wanted to “retreat…” to get away from the dominion of Herod and the Pharisees.)

St. Mark’s Gospel reinforces this idea when he tells us that the Lord wanted to have some peace and quiet; he textually says:  “And from there he arose and went away to the region of Tyre and Sidon.  And he entered a house, and would not have any one know it; yet he could not be hid.  But immediately a woman, whose little daughter was possessed by an unclean spirit, heard of him, and came and fell down at his feet...” (Mark 7:24-25)
The Lord always managed to take advantage of every situation, to carry out His mission of preaching and healing the people, even at the most difficult times, as we read in the Gospel a couple of weeks ago, when He postponed His need to retreat by Himself for prayer and solitude to help the crowds…
So, following His intense activity in the surrounding areas of Capernaum, He will now begin an extensive journey through the Northeast region of Galilee (currently the territory of Lebanon), where He will also preach and perform some miracles.

Our Lord is traveling with His disciples through forests full of tall cedars, along a beautiful coastline, to the waters of the Jordan River in the ancient land of the Assyrians and Phoenicians.

At that time, the city of Tyre was a prosperous Roman province of Syria, with which the Jewish (especially those from the city of Galilee, located at its border) had a very good business relationship.
Between the cities of Sidon and Tyre lived many exiled Jews, who left Israel to flee the war and hunger, and who found in this territory, a place with good opportunities to achieve financial prosperity.

However, due to their profound sense of nationalism, which often bordered on racism, these Jews did not mix with the natives, whom they usually called "Syrophoenician" or "dogs" (with a certain connotation that today we would probably find quite offensive, but that apparently was normal at the time).
The residents of that region were, in their majority, from Cana, hence, were called “Canaanites,” who in many parts of the Old Testament, are used as examples of what NOT to do.
It is important to pay attention to these details, particularly because today, we see something unusual:  a distant Jesus, perhaps a bit unkind, even somewhat unmoved by other people’s suffering…but only in appearance.

We should take into account that the Canaanites had other gods (reason why the Israelites called them “pagan” or “idolaters”); they openly did not believe in the God that our Lord Jesus Christ preached about, the very same God, Who now was supposed to perform the miracle for the woman of the Gospel…
It is for this reason that Jesus tells His disciples that He was sent "only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel," that is, to the Jews (including the exiled Jews who lived in that land).  In that same context, He tells the Canaanite woman:  "It is not right to take the food of the children and throw it to the dogs."

Some exegetes(*) who are too focused on the human aspect of Jesus, say that it was through this event, and thanks to the insistence of the Canaanite woman, that the Lord "discovered" the universal scope of His mission…  We are not in agreement with this interpretation:  The three magi came from very far lands to adore Him, which made it very clear that Jesus had come to save all men, but He had to begin with the sheep of Israel.   (*) One who practices Exegesis.   Exegesis is a critical explanation or interpretation of a text, especially a religious text.

This idea is valid to us, only if it is meant to denote that Jesus "revealed" His mission to His apostles, and through them to us, but in no way would be acceptable to denote that it was there that "He realized" that He also had to help the "pagans" (or non-Jews)...  That cannot be true!
Christ always knew and wanted that His coming into the world would be for the Redemption of all mankind.  That is why the Canaanite woman insisted, expressing an extraordinary faith, confident that He would resolve that grave problem that was causing her so much anguish:  the demonic possession of her daughter.

As it has been the case every week this month, even though from different perspectives,  the core message of the Liturgy has revolved around the subject of FAITH.
However, the Word of God this Sunday reiterates that those chosen by Him to fulfill His promises are the people of Israel, and we know that such was the case since Abraham manifested his faith in Yahweh, leaving his homeland to settle in an unknown land, and demonstrating his willingness to give up his only son, Isaac, as a sacrifice.
As the book of Isaiah tells us in today’s First Reading, “The foreigners who join themselves to the LORD, ministering to him, loving the name of the LORD (…) them I will bring to my holy mountain and make joyful in my house of prayer (…) for my house shall be called a house of prayer for all peoples.” (Cfr. Isaiah 56:6-7)

Today, we clearly see how Jesus uses the faith of a Canaanite woman as an example, just as on a different occasion (with the parable of the Good Samaritan), when He uses another foreigner as an example of solidarity to neighbor over the actions of a priest and a Levite, much to the objection of many Orthodox Jews. (Luke 10:30-37)
Indeed, they believed that God’s Salvation was exclusive and exclusionary; that it was intended only for the Israelites, but it is precisely St. Paul, who will interpret God’s Will for Universal Salvation, and make a true apostolate from his mission for that purpose, as he expresses it in today’s Second Reading:  “… Inasmuch as I am the apostle to the Gentiles, I glory in my ministry in order to make my race jealous and thus save some of them (…) For God delivered all to disobedience, that he might have mercy upon all.”

Furthermore, we can say that Jesus put the Canaanite woman through a very difficult situation, to demonstrate to His disciples of all times, the scope and the victory of true faith:  "O woman, great is your faith!, He said to her.  Let it be done for you as you wish.  And the woman’s daughter was healed from that hour.”

St. Paul tells us:  “For God delivered all to disobedience, that he might have mercy upon all,” to remind us that merciful Jesus, Who accepted the adulterous woman when no one was without sin to throw the first stone.

Today’s Gospel suggests us again, to have faith in the mercy of Jesus, Who came to heal, save, and deliver us from every evil, because He wants Eternal Life for all of us.

Indirectly, yet unequivocally, the Word of the Lord invites us today to prayer, which is the path that will always take us to God, to present our needs to Him, as the Canaanite woman.  On August 13, 2008, during his Public Audience from the Pontifical Palace at Castelgandolfo, our beloved Pope Emeritus Benedict XVI said:  “He who prays never loses hope, even when he finds himself in difficult situations.  Sacred Scripture and the history of the Church give witness to how prayer sustains the way of the saints and Christian people.”
Already at that time, he pronounced this prophetic words, as if predicting his contemplative future:  “Those who write to me asking me to pray for them are truly numerous. They tell me of their joys but also their worries, their plans and their family and work problems, the expectations and hopes that they carry in their hearts, together with their apprehensions connected with the uncertainties that humanity is living at the present time.  I can assure them that I remember each and every one, especially during the daily celebration of Holy Mass and the recitation of the Rosary.  I know well that the principal service I can render to the Church and to humanity is, precisely, prayer, for in praying I confidently place in the Lord's hands the ministry that he himself has entrusted to me, together with the future of the entire ecclesial and civil communities.”
Let us never cease to pray for him and for his health.

3. Questions to lead the reflection (Read each item slowly, and leave a moment of silence after each question to allow our brothers and sisters to reflect):
a) Am I persistent in asking the Lord for the spiritual gifts that I need, to grow in grace and holiness?  Do I ask frequently for these gifts?  Do I ask more for material or spiritual needs?
b) Do I intercede enough for others before the Lord, as the apostles did for the Canaanite woman?
c) Do I come before the Lord with the proper humility?  Do I prostrate myself before Him in worship, and plead to Him in humble prayer for my needs?
d) Is my prayer in solitude happening more often?  Have I tried to set some goals to grow in my prayer life, as part of the plan for my spiritual growth?
4. Comments from the brothers and sisters: After a few moments of silence, the participants of the Little House of Prayer will be given time to speak, to express their opinions, reflections and comments.  As always, we will seek everyone’s participation.
5. Concordances between the Holy Gospel and the Catechism of the Catholic Church  (Canons 302, 307, 2732, 2742, 2743, 2744, 2745, 2737)
 
302 Creation has its own goodness and proper perfection, but it did not spring forth complete from the hands of the Creator. The universe was created "in a state of journeying" (in statu viae) toward an ultimate perfection yet to be attained, to which God has destined it. We call "divine providence" the dispositions by which God guides his creation toward this perfection:

307 To human beings God even gives the power of freely sharing in his providence by entrusting them with the responsibility of "subduing" the earth and having dominion over it.  God thus enables men to be intelligent and free causes in order to complete the work of creation, to perfect its harmony for their own good and that of their neighbors. Though often unconscious collaborators with God's will, they can also enter deliberately into the divine plan by their actions, their prayers and their sufferings.  They then fully become "God's fellow workers" and co-workers for his kingdom.

2732 The most common yet most hidden temptation is our lack of faith. It expresses itself less by declared incredulity than by our actual preferences. When we begin to pray, a thousand labors or cares thought to be urgent vie for priority; once again, it is the moment of truth for the heart: what is its real love? Sometimes we turn to the Lord as a last resort, but do we really believe he is? Sometimes we enlist the Lord as an ally, but our heart remains presumptuous. In each case, our lack of faith reveals that we do not yet share in the disposition of a humble heart: "Apart from me, you can do nothing,” said Jesus (John 15:5)
2742 “Pray constantly… always and for everything giving thanks in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ to God the Father."  St. Paul adds, "Pray at all times in the Spirit, with all prayer and supplication. To that end keep alert with all perseverance making supplication for all the saints."  For "we have not been commanded to work, to keep watch and to fast constantly, but it has been laid down that we are to pray without ceasing."  This tireless fervor can come only from love. Against our dullness and laziness, the battle of prayer is that of humble, trusting, and persevering love. This love opens our hearts to three enlightening and life-giving facts of faith about prayer.

2743 It is always possible to pray: The time of the Christian is that of the risen Christ who is with us always, no matter what tempests may arise.  Our time is in the hands of God:  It is possible to offer fervent prayer even while walking in public or strolling alone, or seated in your shop, while buying or selling, or even while cooking. (St. John Chrysostom, ecl. 2)
2744 Prayer is a vital necessity. Proof from the contrary is no less convincing:  if we do not allow the Spirit to lead us, we fall back into the slavery of sin.  How can the Holy Spirit be our life if our heart is far from him?
Nothing is equal to prayer; for what is impossible it makes possible, what is difficult, easy.  For it is impossible, utterly impossible, for the man who prays eagerly and invokes God ceaselessly ever to sin. (St. John Chrysostom, Anna 4,5)  Those who pray are certainly saved; those who do not pray are certainly damned. (St. Alphonsus Maria de Liguori)
2745 Prayer and Christian life are inseparable, for they concern the same love and the same renunciation, proceeding from love; the same filial and loving conformity with the Father's plan of love; the same transforming union in the Holy Spirit who conforms us more and more to Christ Jesus; the same love for all men, the love with which Jesus has loved us. "Whatever you ask the Father in my name, he [will] give it to you. This I command you, to love one another" (John 15:16-17).  He "prays without ceasing" who unites prayer to works and good works to prayer. Only in this way can we consider as realizable the principle of praying without ceasing. (Adamantius Origenes)
2737 "You ask and do not receive, because you ask wrongly, to spend it on your passions."  If we ask with a divided heart, we are "adulterers"; God cannot answer us, for he desires our well-being, our life. "Or do you suppose that it is in vain that the scripture says, ‘He yearns jealously over the spirit which he has made to dwell in us?'"  That our God is "jealous" for us is the sign of how true his love is. If we enter into the desire of his Spirit, we shall be heard.  Do not be troubled if you do not immediately receive from God what you ask him; for he desires to do something even greater for you, while you cling to him in prayer.  (Evagrius Ponticus)  God wills that our desire should be exercised in prayer, that we may be able to receive what he is prepared to give. (St. Augustine)

6. Reflection with the Great Crusade – CL 106 - Jesus
CL 106 It is now centuries that the world calls Me and always with little love.  What litanies from inattentive persons come to My sensitive and attentive ears!  (…)  Always call Me with confidence and without thinking if you have graces to ask of Me; the less you ask for, the more you will receive.  Always call Me because I want to be close to you and give you My all.  At all hours of the day or night, at work, everywhere, passionately call Me:  Jesus!

7. Virtue of the Month:  This month, we will practice the virtue of Prudence (Catechism of the Catholic Church – Canons 1806—1835—1906—1805—1787—788)

This week, we will meditate upon Canon 1906, which textually says:

1906 By common good is to be understood "the sum total of social conditions which allow people, either as groups or as individuals, to reach their fulfillment more fully and more easily."  The common good concerns the life of all.  It calls for prudence from each, and even more from those who exercise the office of authority.  It consists of three essential elements:  First, the common good presupposes respect for the person as such.  Second, the common good requires the social well-being and development of the group itself.  Finally, the common good requires peace, that is, the stability and security of a just order.
And the Great Crusade tells us: CS 80 – Jesus
Be prudent in your words with the purpose of consolidating those holy thoughts regarding each one of you, and to this end it will be pleasing to Me that you left behind your considerations (and words) regarding the human injustices, which deprive you of the things that you are due.  I am the judge, you are only My creature, who receives what I send to you, and does not receive what I do not wish to send.
8. Weekly purposes:
In relation to the Gospel:  I will strive to make sure that my prayer is a dialogue with the Lord; I will learn to hear what He says to me.

In relation to this month’s virtue:  I will strive not to judge the actions of others, leaving that task solely to Christ.   As for me, I will concentrate in doing well my daily tasks.
9. Final Comments or Questions: Once again, the participants will be given time to speak briefly about the excerpts from the Catechism, the Great Crusade or any other topic of interest to the House of Prayer, the Apostolate or the Church in general.






