
 

             

 

 

 

 

 

HOMILY by Father Robbie Low 
 
20th Sunday in Ordinary Time – Year A 
 
Even dogs eat the crumbs that fall from the master’s table 
Readings: Isaiah 56: 1, 6-7, Ps 44, Romans 11: 12-15, 29-32, Matthew 15: 
21-28 
 
 
 
 

Jesus is exhausted. Political troubles. Huge crowds. Ceaseless demands on 

His time, His powers and His emotional energy. Disputes with the religious 

authorities. Time for a break. 

 

Jesus goes to the seaside resort of Sidon. It’s His sole journey outside of 

Israel and although it’s Gentile territory, it is, in fact, part of the lost land of 

the tribe of Asher, the territory Israel never managed to hold. But it’s pagan 

territory, best known for its most famous daughter the wicked queen 

Jezebel. It’s little different when Jesus arrives for a well deserved holiday. 

 

But His celebrity cannot be hidden. A woman seeks Him out for healing for 

her daughter, a child possessed by evil spirits. Jesus’ response was one of 

total silence. He ignored her. As a Jewish man importuned by a Gentile 



woman, He is well within His cultural rights, however rude it may seem to 

us. Curiously, what she says is to recognise Him as Son of David, the great 

Messianic claim for the Jews. She is paying Him full respect. 

 

Singularly unsuccessful in getting Jesus to pay her any attention, she rounds 

on the disciples, for Matthew tells us that they come to the Master and 

plead with Him to ‘send her away’ because ‘she is screaming at us now’.  

This retreat is not turning out as planned. One thing is clear - the disciples 

do not want this woman howling round their hotel all day. The problem is, 

of course, that one miracle and the world and his wife will be queuing up in 

the lobby. 

 

But Jesus has things to teach the disciple and this supplicant. He tells them, 

no doubt in her hearing that He has been ‘sent to the lost sheep of the 

House of Israel.’ The implication could not be clearer, could it? This 

foreigner and pagan is beyond the Messianic remit. And yet…. This is the 

tribal land that never made it into the final settlement, the land of Asher, 

the northern outpost, rich, fertile, multi-cultural and semi-detached from 

the sons of Jacob. And remember also that the mission and ministry of the 

chosen people is not simply their own salvation or righteousness. It is, 



rather, to be a kingdom and priests to bring the fallen world back to a 

knowledge and love of the one true God.  

The task of the Messiah is to set that final phase in motion by His act of 

salvation.  

 

The Gospel then tells us that she then came and threw herself at His feet. 

The gentler translations say, ‘knelt’, the stronger get the full force of the 

Greek verb when they say, ‘she worshipped’ Him. She kneels toward Him, 

she adopts an attitude of reverence, prayer, supplication, obedience, 

dependence and she says simply, ‘Lord help me.’ How often the simple 

prayers are the best. 

 

Even now, faced with this most intrusive of supplicants, Jesus appears 

unmoved and replies with one of the most shocking sentences in the Bible. 

‘It is not good to take the children’s food and give it to the dogs!’ Dogs are 

not privileged members of the household with rights to the best seats or 

frequent beneficiaries of titbits from the dinner table. In the East a dog is a 

cur and ill regarded. In some Jewish writings ‘dog’ was a derisory code for 

Gentile. In Greek quarters a dog might well refer to a shameless woman, 

not dissimilar to our use of the word ‘bitch’ today. Jesus’ response is 

nothing if not provocative – and it is intended to be. 



 

It is to elicit a final response of faith from this desperate woman. And boy 

does she rise to the occasion. Too often modern pastoring tends to be 

conciliatory and what I call ‘fluffy’. It is all about a phoney sort of kindness 

without the courage to penetrate to the real root of the problem. We are 

more interested in being thought of as nice people than as ministers of 

Almighty God so we avoid the difficult questions and talk about anything 

but the elephant in the room. This is not Jesus’ way, nor indeed the way of 

anyone who seeks to act truly in His name and bring His healing and mercy 

to bear on the sin sick soul. 

 

The woman’s response is astonishing. She doesn’t run off screaming that 

she will never go to church again because the priest was rude to her! She 

responds with amazing wit, humility and an irrepressible determination to 

get what she needs for her beloved and afflicted daughter. ‘Yes, Lord’, she 

replies, ‘but even the dogs eat the crumbs that fall from their Lords’ table.’ 

She doesn’t argue with Jesus’ apparent belligerence but accepts His 

assessment and turns it back on Him. Even the leftovers from the family 

table would be enough for this ‘poor bitch’, Lord.   

 



I love the fantastic chutzpah of this woman and she is certainly one of the 

great Bible characters I would love to meet in heaven. She will not be put 

off. She comes because she hears about Him. She pleads with Him. She is 

not put off by His silence or His apparently ignoring her. She pursues His 

followers until they intercede with Jesus. She flings herself at His feet. She 

acknowledges Him as Messiah. She calls Him Lord. She worships Him. She 

deflects the setbacks with tenacity and humour. She worships the God in 

Him. She wrestles and teases and demands and flirts with the man in Him.  

She accepts His verdict on who she is but she never loses sight of her 

primary purpose. She is here for her daughter. She is here because of love 

and she will not leave until that love has got a response from the heart of 

God.  

 

If you want a lesson in persistent prayer, the Syro-Phoenician woman is 

your girl. 
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