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1. The “Dog-Woman” you will always
have with you

Jesus is joyfully enthusiastic, not arrogantly rigid. He is
charity in truth, not self-referentially bitter in dark
cowardice. He does not push us away. Jesus, with an
open heart says to all young people: “Fear not, little
flock!” (Luke 12:32). And then he listens to us as we
pour out all our fears amidst all our insecurity and
questioning and weakness, even as we might try to run
away in this distraction or that, he accompanying us
even on our flight from reality:

LORD, you have probed me, you know me: you know
when I sit and stand; you understand my thoughts from
afar. You sift through my travels and my rest; with all
my ways you are familiar. Even before a word is on my
tongue, LORD, you know it all. Behind and before you
encircle me and rest your hand upon me. Such
knowledge is too wonderful for me, far too lofty for me
to reach. Where can I go from your spirit? From your
presence, where can I flee? If I ascend to the heavens,
you are there; if I lie down in the underworld Sheol,
there you are. If I take the wings of dawn and dwell
beyond the sea, even there your hand guides me, your
right hand holds me fast. If I say, “Surely darkness shall
hide me, and night shall be my light” – Darkness is not
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dark for you, and night shines as the day. Darkness and
light are but one. You formed my inmost being; you knit
me in my mother’s womb. I praise you, because I am
wonderfully made; wonderful are your works! My very
self you know. My bones are not hidden from you, when
I was being made in secret, fashioned in the depths of the
earth. Your eyes saw me unformed; in your book all are
written down; my days were shaped, before one came to
be. How precious to me are your designs, O God; how
vast the sum of them! Were I to count them, they would
outnumber the sands; when I complete them, still you are
with me (Ps 139:1-18nab).

Jesus listens to us, always. He is the best at listening
since this is who he is. He is the one Word spoken
eternally by our heavenly Father, the one Word entirely
expressive of himself, and that Word is now incarnate of
little Mary: Jesus. He wants to share the greatest love of
his life with us; he wants us to listen to the Father
together with him, one with him. He firstly listens to us.

We might complain to him, and say shamefacedly
that we have no strength such as his love which was
obviously so much stronger than death. We might even
be belligerent, entrenching ourselves in self-protectionist
strategies of pretending we’re happy when we’re on the
verge of despair, thrusting ourselves into self-destructive
behaviors which we bully others into applauding.

Listening to us, Jesus then gets us to laugh with him
at any difficulty even as he is lifted up on the cross,
drawing us to his heart right then, right there, across the
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centuries and over distant lands, across Calvary, through
hell (see John 12:32). He loves us. He listens to us. 

How much does he love us? How much does he
listen? Think of the person you think is not loved by
God, who has been beaten up by the circumstances of
his or her life, who has been terribly marginalized into
the dark and existential peripheries of society. Perhaps
you might be thinking of yourself. Perhaps you might be
thinking of someone you pushed away at a darker time
in your life. There are so many times I have not listened
to others, and so many times I myself have been pushed
far away, at the edge, even into dumpsters. Jesus loves
all of us, the bad to change us and the victims to heal us.
We’ve all been on both sides. But Jesus still listens to us
all, whatever side we have been on or are on now.

But instead of using ourselves as examples, let’s
make this easier. Let’s all of us look to the Gospels to
see if there is an example of someone just like us, one
way or the other. And there is, for both the bad and
victims. On the one side, there is the most unlikely
example of all, the Greek-Canaanite Syro-Phoenician
“Dog-Woman” whose story is recounted variously in the
Gospels of Matthew (15:21-28) and Mark (7:24-30).

Sparse indications in the Gospels seem to indicate
that she was a teenaged unwed mother of a severely
possessed infant daughter. She’s the perfect teacher with
Jesus for those on the other side, the then fearful and
naive youngsters Jesus called to be his seminarians and
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then his Apostles. They were not yet listening. But be
careful not to so easily condemn them. Jesus also loved
them enough to teach them a lesson with her. Jesus loves
all young people. Don’t take sides. See what happens.

In those passages of Matthew and Mark we find that
Jesus, with his friend the “Dog-Woman,” provides those
chosen young people with a light so attractive that it
invited and encouraged unexpected growth, scattering
the darkness of their self-imposed conformism, their
fear-filled rigidity, their usual way of casting “the other”
(like the “Dog-Woman”) into the peripheries. Except for
Judas, who chose never to want to listen, and except for
rest of the Apostles having momentarily run away when
Jesus would later be betrayed by that Son of Perdition,
these young seminarians and then Apostles could no
longer hide or take solace in self-referential conformism. 
They began to learn to listen to others with Jesus.

The incident with the “Dog-Woman” is stunningly at
the concentric epicenter of the Gospels of both Matthew
and Mark. She’s the one to whom the Holy Spirit points
to instruct us all, she, the one who is so very much
despised, but who is so very close to Jesus.

But still, in our weakness and fear, instead of looking
for good direction from those close to Jesus, we tend to
think that the mere method, meta,–o`do,j, of going along
the usual way, brings us progress into fulfillment. We’re
safe, we think, just because we are mirrors like everyone
else, vacuously reflecting the status quo. But that is so
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very boring, annoying and, as Pope Francis says, rigid.
The more rigid a mirror is, the better it reflects another
person’s countenance. That mirror, devoid of life,
merely lifted from face to face, congratulates others for
having a face, thinking that in this way it has a face of
its own, but the mirror is nothing. This method of the
status quo, of the beaten path, that timid pretense of
being hailed as the “men and women of consensus” we
hear so much about today, simply carries us to the
unchanging scenery of a bullied sameness, a wasteland
of the masses thrown into the peripheries of irrelevance
by the clever and cruel, who manipulate the mirror
whenever and in whatever way they want. That’s not
how Jesus loves us. He’s not content with our weakness
and fear. He want’s so much more from us; he wants us
to heart to heart with him.

During the Transfiguration (see Luke 9:31), when
Jesus manifested the very glory of heaven, he, of all
things, spoke about his passion and death, his exodus,
evk–o`do,j, his going off the usual way with the greatest
love the world has ever known or will ever know,
establishing for us that he himself is the true Way in our
lives, through our deaths, unto eternal life. 

We, then, in synod, su,n–òdo,j, go together on this Way
with him who is also the Life and the Truth (see John
14:6) so that we might listen to our heavenly Father
together with Jesus in heaven. Risen from the dead, he
says: “Fear not!” He, the author of life, loves even us.
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Jesus is the image of the Father, but not a mere
reflection as in a mirror, for he is in the Father and the
Father is in him (see John 10:38; 14:10-11). And if we
are to reflect Jesus in our lives, it is not by way of
simply being a mirror of his truth and love and goodness
and kindness. Jesus speaks of abiding in us (see John
15:1-17). That’s how much he loves us.

Pope Francis, for his part, speaks of a Synodal
Church. He insists on everyone having a say, but not
because truth is irrelevant. He knows that Jesus is truth
and that Jesus is the One. As we will see with the “Dog-
Woman,” listening to the people to whom we would
otherwise never in our lives listen can take us by
surprise, and this can take us right to Jesus, because this
is the way in which he loves us, that is, by having us
look to him for our salvation when he appears to be but
a criminal tortured to death on the cross. Do we listen to
him when he is on the Cross. Our heavenly Father
listens to Jesus when he says: “Father! Forgive them!”

We will all gaze upon him whom we have pierced, all
the tribes of the earth (see Revelation 1:7). We look to
him as he takes our place, the innocent for the guilty, he
taking on the worst we can give out, death, what we
deserve, and therefore having the right in his own justice
to have mercy on us. Are we aghast that he listened to
that much? No one could possibly love us more.

Jesus is always working on us, for us, wanting to
make of us his own gift to our heavenly Father. Perhaps
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he provides a good circumstance in our lives, or permits
another, even a terrible one, but always in every way so
that we may learn to freely ascent to walk always in his
presence with a heart as open as his. Has he put a “Dog-
Woman” into our lives? Are we disconcerted? It
certainly was shocking for the “Dog-Woman” to be
brought into the lives of the seminarian-Apostles. But
this Divine Providence is meant to wake us up. 

Being nervous, wanting to thank him for waking us
up, for changing us, for healing us, we then ask:

“But Lord, what would you have me do in this world?
Should I be married or remain single, enter religious life
or become a priest? How do you want me to spend my
life in humble thanksgiving for the gift of yourself to
me? How can I give myself to you completely? How can
I love others as you have loved us?”

First things first. Let’s make sure we are looking to
Jesus while we ask those questions. In discerning the
will of the Lord for us, it is good to speak with those
who manifest Jesus’ goodness and kindness and truth in
their lives, those who are married or single, who live in
religious communities or who are priests, not fearing to
share with them our fears and joys, asking for a bit of
direction, which should always be about listening to
Jesus. He does not fail to teach us.

Pope Francis called a Synod of Bishops to assemble
in Rome in 2018. The always relevant theme is about
young people, about their discerning the way of the
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Lord, about how they might serve him and serve him in
others. Preparations have been going on for a long time
already. This little booklet about the “Dog-Woman” is
meant to provide just one example of that discernment
and that service.

But I will give you a warning. I can only count two
priests of the myriad to whom I have given this
commentary for their criticism who were enthralled by
what they read, with the others remaining needlessly
offended on behalf of the young seminarian-Apostles.
Meanwhile, I can’t think of any woman who didn’t like
what she saw in these pages, however much the many
women readers offered corrections and comments about
the contents, which I can only hope are at least
sometimes as outrageous as the fact that the innocent
Son of God came into this world to listen to us, to teach
us, to draw us to himself, to give us as a gift to our
heavenly Father.

My hope in writing this is that young people will
know something more of Jesus, falling into deep love
with him who loves us beyond death, unto life, wanting
to walk with us, accompany us in this life that we might
be with him forever in the next. God love you.
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