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The Syrophoenician woman demonstrates the virtue of perseverance.  At first Jesus doesn’t even 

answer her, but she doesn’t give up.  The disciples rebuke her, but she doesn’t go away.  Jesus 

rebuffs her, “I was sent only to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  Still she doesn’t give up.  

Then Jesus almost rebukes her, “It is not right to take the food from the children and throw it to 

the dogs.”  This doesn’t deter her, “But Lord even the dogs eat the scraps that fall from the 

master’s table.”  What’s the message?  -Perseverance in the face of obstacles. 

 

I’ve mentioned I love stories of human endurance and perseverance.  I want to share the story of 

Fr. Walter Ciszek.  He was an American Jesuit priest who was assigned to work in eastern 

Poland just before World War II.  In 1940 the Russians overran his part of the country and 

eventually Ciszek was arrested by the Soviets as a Vatican spy.  He spent five years in the 

horrible Lubyanka Prison in Moscow being interrogated by the KGB.  He was then sentenced to 

the slave-labor camps of the Gulag.  He spent the next 15 years in Siberia trying to survive day 

by day.  Eventually in 1963 Ciszek was exchanged for two Soviet spies and was allowed to 

return to America.  He died in 1984 and his cause for canonization is under consideration. 

  

Fr. Ciszek book He leadeth Me provides description of his time in the gulags.  Despite the brutal 

labor camps, Fr. Ciszek never gave up.  In the face of starvation on meager rations, he never lost 

hope.  In the brutal elements of Siberia, he never took his eyes of the Lord.  He persevered.   

 

Sometimes we allow ourselves to ponder – Why Lord?  Why am I living in this time – in this 

pandemic, in the midst of this chaos?  Fr. Ciszek asked those questions!  Why Lord?  Why of all 

the places and times in history did you allow me end up in the gulags of Siberia!  His answer:  

this was precisely where God wanted him to be!  Light shines brightest in darkness.  God called 

him to be a priest for those prisoners in that camp. 

 

He found relief in being able to exercise his priesthood in the camp.  He heard the prisoner’s 

confessions and offered Mass for them.  Listen to what he said about the Mass: “Those who have 

never been deprived of an opportunity to say . . . mass do not really appreciate what a treasure 

the Mass is.”  The prisoners would have wine smuggled into the prisons.  They would save small 

crusts of bread.  Fr Cisek offered secret masses during lunch or at the work site or in the early 

morning in the barracks before anyone else was up.  Ciszek writes, “In some ways we led a 

catacomb existence with our masses.  We would be severely punished if we were discovered 

saying Mass, and there were always informers.  But the Mass to us was always worth the danger 

and the sacrifice; we treasured it, we looked forward to it, we would do almost anything in order 

to say or attend a Mass.” 

 



The Catholic laymen in the camps were an inspiration to Ciszek.  They would fast all day – 

almost starving -- in order to receive communion at mass in the evening.  Jesus says, “’He who 

eats my flesh and drinks my blood shall have life and have it more abundantly.”  These men 

knew that Jesus was the source of their livelihood.  It was in Christ that they had abundant life.  

They were willing to do anything – to sacrifice anything to receive the bread of life.” 
 

This has been a difficult time for us.  Obstacles have been put in our way to living our faith the 

way we want.  The churches were all closed down at one point.  And yet God has called us to 

live in this time.  The world needs saints today!  And we become saints by our perseverance.  

Persevere like the Syrophoenician woman, persevere like Fr. Ciszek.  Don’t give up.  Keep 

turning to Jesus.  He is the source of abundant life. 

 

What happened to the Syrophoenician woman through those obstacles?  Her faith and desire 

grew.  Often, we grow most in the midst of difficulties.  Jesus tested her:  how bad to you want 

it?  She came to realize – I can’t leave – Jesus is my only hope for my daughter to be cured.  I 

have nowhere else to go.  Through these trials her faith grew. 

 

What happened to Fr. Ciszek?  Again, through difficulty, he came to realize what mattered most.  

It wasn’t until he was deprived of the mass that he realized what a treasure the mass was. 

 

We are going through a time of purification.  The Lord is allowing obstacles.  Our faith is being 

tested – how bad to we want it?  What matters to us most?  Will we persevere or throw in the 

towel? 

 

Now, I understand there are people who are vulnerable or who are living with someone 

vulnerable and they are exercising prudence and caution in not venturing out to church.  But they 

are celebrating the Lord’s Day at home with vigor and their desire for Lord and the Eucharist are 

growing.  

 

But there are some, I’m afraid, who will not persevere.  There are people forecasting that 1/3 of 

Americans will not return to church after the pandemic.  This is really a decisive moment for us:  

will I persevere in living our faith?  How bad to we want it?  What are we willing to fight for?   

 

Remember when Jesus gave his bread of life discourse?  Droves of people walked away from 

Jesus.  It was Peter who said, “Lord, to whom would we go?  You have the words of eternal 

life.”  It’s decision time - there is no other source of abundant life than in the Lord!  Persevere!    

 


