
 

             

 

 

 

 

 

HOMILY by Father Robbie Low 
 
20th Sunday in Ordinary Time – Year A 
 
Our elder brothers in faith 
Readings: Isaiah 56: 1, 6-7, Ps 44, Romans 11: 12-15, 29-32, Matthew 15: 
21-28 
 
 
 
 

My last parish, where I served for fifteen years, saw the historic church on 

one corner and a large new synagogue on the other. It was a community 

that continued to grow over many years under the loving and wise hand of 

a very erudite and shrewd Rabbi. During my first few weeks two small but 

significant things happened. A man, a gentile but unknown to the church, 

stopped me in the street and uttered the immortal words, ‘Morning, padre, 

how are you getting on?  It must be a real problem for you – having all these 

Jews around !’ I replied that, on the contrary, I was delighted to see several 

hundred families turning up to worship God every Sabbath and perhaps he 

would be kind enough to tell me where he was on Sunday. 

 

The second occasion was a courteous letter from the Rabbi enquiring if I 

intended to target his people in any evangelisation. I replied that I would 

get round to that when we had re-evangelised the eight thousand odd 

lapsed gentiles in the parish. Rabbi Meir and I have remained friends for the 

last thirty years and keep in frequent touch by emails between Cornwall and 

his retirement home in Jerusalem.  



Over the millennia there have been many divisions in the Church, the called 

of God. From the early heresies against which St. Paul and the Fathers 

fulminated to the Great Schism between East and West which has 

bedevilled mission and geopolitics for almost a thousand years. From the 

fifteenth century longing for reform which descended into a bloody and 

lasting Deformation of the Church to the endless splintering of 

Protestantism which finds its nadir in entrepreneurial American 

televangelism – an obscenity of ‘Cash for Christ’ which makes Tetzel’s 

pardons seem very small beer. 

 

Nonetheless the greatest division, historically, remains the one we see 

being played out in the New Testament – the division in Jewry between 

those who believe that the Messiah has come and is called Jesus and those 

who still await Him – between Christian and Jew, otherwise natural 

brothers in the worship of the one true God. 

 

This early and enduring schism agonised the heart of the great missionary 

St. Paul. In his letter to the Church in Rome he says that he would rather be 

lost himself if that meant the coming to Christ of his own people. In today’s 

reading, which continues his theme on Jewry, he warns his pagan converts 

(you and me) that God has not revoked His calling of the Jews but only that 

their turning away from Jesus has allowed time for God’s mercy to reach us. 

When Jewry acknowledges the Christ then it will like a resurrection from the 

dead. If we are to follow the Gospel then Christ’s own people should always 

be much on our hearts and in our prayers. 

 

Unhappily, for our mutual history, rejection and resentment on both sides 

hardened into bitterness and persecution with a long and ignoble tradition 



associating anti-Semitism with cultural loyalty – witness the murderous 

hatred on the streets of Charlottesville last week. All problems, according to 

this rank philosophy, can be traced back to the Jews. The Church is not 

immune from blame in this long and rancorous history though, mercifully, it 

cannot compete with Luther’s vicious Jew-baiting and call for their murder. 

(It is no accident that this seminal Lutheran document was kept in a glass 

case at the Nuremberg rallies and only disavowed by the Lutheran church in 

the 1980s.) 

 

In one of the smallest documents of the Second Vatican Council (Nostra 

Aetate) all such persecution is utterly condemned. The Christian debt to the 

patriarchs and the Jewish forebears to whom was first revealed the radical 

monotheism of the One True God is acknowledged. Without diminishing the 

call for ‘preaching the Cross of Christ as the sign of God’s universal love and 

the source of all grace’, the Council encourages dialogue, understanding and 

friendship with what Pope Saint John-Paul the Great would later describes 

as our ‘elder brothers in faith’.  

 

In my time only a handful of Jews became Christian and then with much 

trepidation about how their community would regard such apparent 

disloyalty. Historically we have done little to reassure them that the loving 

mercy of Christ marks Him out as their Saviour and ours. As we reclaim our 

heritage by a deeper understanding of the history of salvation in the Old 

Testament – now regularly read at Sunday Mass – we are better placed to 

heal the wounds of our unhappy division and reveal, in the Body of Christ, 

the true hope of the world, prefigured in the Lamb of the Passover and 

realised on Calvary.                                



The God of Sinai has come among His People.                                                       

One day, please God, we can celebrate that together. In the meantime our 

forebears in faith should be able to see some evidence of that joyful and 

transforming reality in our common life, worship and witness.   
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