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A desire to kneel down sometimes pulses through my 

body, or rather it is as if my body has been meant and 

made for the act of kneeling. Sometimes, in moments 

of deep gratitude, kneeling down becomes an 

overwhelming urge, head deeply bowed, hands before 

my face.  

––Etty Hillesum 

 

This excerpt from Etty Hillesum’s diary (1941–1943) 

describes something of her experience of awakening 

faith during the Nazi occupation of Amsterdam. That 

she might find the time and energy to put pen to 

paper at all is remarkable, I think, but the compulsion 

to kneel in deep gratitude is even more so given her 

circumstances.  

 

Etty describes well what faith that arises from the 

heart might sound and look like. The desire to act, the 

feeling of being made for, that is, the naturalness of 

the response and the overwhelming urge to move 

towards love and life are evidence of someone who is 

enlivened from within. Etty’s internal affect––her 

deep gratitude––finds external expression in humble 

kneeling and bowing. It is as though she can do no 

other. 

 

I see something similar at play in the Canaanite 

woman in Matthew’s Gospel. Her daughter is 

tormented by a demon and this mother is desperate 

with worry and concern. In seeing Jesus enter her 

town, she is moved to beg for mercy. On her knees, 

she offers her sincere prayer, “Lord, help me.”  

 

Given its placement after the conversation with the 

religious leaders, the Gospel writer is no doubt using 

this scene, and the Canaanite woman as a 

representational character within it, to make a point. 

How far does God’s mercy extend? Who is included in 

the gracious and loving work of Jesus? What matters 

to God and, a question that has come to the fore for 

many in recent months, what does true faith look 

like? 

 

Jesus’ apparent dismissal of the woman is disturbing. 

It goes against the hospitable, all-encompassing love 

we normally see from Jesus. Especially heartbreaking 

for me is the line, “Jesus did not answer her at all,” his 

indifferent silence stinging more than any words 

could. In both the scene with the religious leaders and 

the Canaanite woman, we see a common mode of 

theological discourse at the time––banter. Think 

question time in Parliament. The banter used to 

whittle things down to the core of the matter means 

we might need to read between the lines.  

 

In other words, it is entirely possible that Jesus is 

stating the party line held by his audience so that the 

opposition might respond. In the end, we hear the 

woman express the bold trajectory of the Gospel: “It 

is not fair to take the children’s food and throw it to 

the dogs.” “Yes, Lord, yet even the dogs eat the 

crumbs that fall from their master’s table.” 

 

Faith, then, is not merely holding firmly to certain 

beliefs or enacting religious traditions and customs, 

especially if such things allow the soul to remain 

untouched by grace and unchanged by love. As with 

Etty’s kneeling, her head bowed and hands before her 

face, gestures, sacred spaces, and embodied rituals 

do have a place within faith. But, at their best, they 

flow from and serve to build up the heart where true 

faith resides and out of which it arises. They cannot 

be a replacement for––and sometimes get in the way 

of––an enlivened relationship with the Sacred.  

 

The Canaanite woman 

knew where the Source of 

healing love and life could 

be found. She gave all that 

she had in pursuit of this 

life and would not be 

dissuaded. For this, Jesus 

affirms her faith before 

the disciples, shining a 

light on what faith might 

be for them and us. 



This story reminded me of 

an experience I had in the 

garden recently. In April, 

we transplanted several of 

the plants in our backyard. 

As you can see by the 

photo, some of the plants 

did not survive. The wood 

on this once flower-

bearing bush is dry and 

brittle. I’ve been reluctant 

to throw the dried sticks in the compost. What if the 

plant is just dormant? Maybe it will revive in the 

spring. At one point, I saw green shoots and thought 

it was making a fresh start. But it turned out to be a 

weed growing near the base of the wood.  

 

Meanwhile, on the side of 

the house where we placed 

some broken pots, we 

found this plant. Its bare 

roots accidently fell among 

the pots, but it has chosen 

to live. Insisted even! When 

Sean brought it out to 

replant, I confess I felt a bit 

annoyed. I didn’t choose this plant. In fact, it was once 

thinned out from the garden. I wasn’t sure I wanted 

yet another pot plant to tend. But today’s Gospel 

story caused me to see things differently.  

 

From time to time, I have been invited to pursue with 

abandon and intent that which leads to life. But 

something in me––in us––finds it difficult to move 

away from the dead wood. We hang on to habits, 

beliefs, ways of relating and being that no longer 

enable us to live and love as well as we might. We 

nurse them, all the while taking good energy away 

from the verdant growth budding in our midst. 

 

Could it be that what it means to have faith is to hold 

a confident trust that God desires our well-being and 

fulness of life? Might faithfulness be the free and 

determined movement towards that which is 

greening within and around us? and gratefully so? 

Unfortunately, we might hear notions such as this as 

being selfish. Composting the dead wood and 

choosing life… how dare we?! But what it means to 

pursue the fulness of our God-created life is not first 

and foremost about what we want to do, what we 

think is best, what is easy or will make the most 

people (and ourselves) happy and/or successful.  

 

Instead, what we are invited to discern is where love 

is taking root, sending down small but hopeful tendrils 

into the soil around us, urging us to give attention to 

their nurture and care. When we do, what flourishes 

in time are fruits of the Spirit and gifts of the kingdom 

such as peace, kindness, gentleness, justice, joy, 

compassion, generosity, and self-giving love. 

Experiencing these things in ourselves and in what we 

are doing is a sure sign that we are travelling along the 

goodly way.  

 

As we continue to sift and sort during this time of 

pandemic transition, may we seek to discern the 

fibrous roots of God’s activity and give our hearts in 

faith to tending this new life with hope.   

 

 

O Lord my God, 

do not be far from me. 

My God, have regard to help me. 

I have many thoughts and great fears 

afflicting my soul. 

How will I pass through unhurt? 

How will I break them to pieces? 

This is my hope, my one only consolation, 

to flee to you in every tribulation, 

to trust in you, 

to call on you from my inmost heart, 

and to wait patiently  

for your consolation. 

 

––Thomas a Kempis 

 

 


