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THE TWENTIETH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME, Year A 
Is 56:1,6-7; Ps 67:2-3,5,6,8; Rom 11:13-15,29-32; Mt 15:21-28 

 

JESUS DEMONSTRATES THE MEANING OF  

CATHOLIC WITH A SMALL “c” 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Sunday, August 20, 2017, parish Masses at 8:30 and 10:30 a.m.  

Vikings Mass at 6:15 p.m. 

 

You are a Catholic. 

I am a Catholic. 

We are members of the Roman Rite of the Catholic Church. 

The Creed that we say at Mass says that the Church is 

  one, holy, catholic, and apostolic (Nicene-Constantinopolitan Creed, 

    Council of Nicea, 325 AD; Council of Constantinople, 381 AD; Roman Missal, 379). 

 

Actually, Lutherans use this same Creed, 

  and there are a number that get a little upset when they say that they are “catholic.” 

The Creed was developed long before the Lutherans broke away, 

  and their core beliefs are the same as ours, 

  and it is confusing, because Lutherans are “catholic,” but they aren’t (i.e., “Catholic”). 

 

If someone were to ask you, 

  “What does the word ‘catholic’ mean?” 

  would you be able to answer? 

 

There are two ways to explain the word “Catholic”/“catholic.” 

  There is Catholic with a capital “C.” 

  There is catholic with a small “c.” 

 

Catholic with a capital “C” is a proper noun. 

  It is the name of a religious denomination:  the Catholic Church. 

 

And then there is catholic with a small “c.”  

  It is an adjective. 

  It describes what kind of a Church we are. 

With a small “c,” catholic means universal:   

  outgoing, mission oriented, worldwide, inclusive, embracing, welcoming.  

 

Jesus was not a Catholic. 

The Catholic Church did not exist when Jesus was alive. 

Jesus was a Jew. 

Even though Jesus was not Catholic, with a capital “C,” 

  in this gospel Jesus behaved in a very catholic way, with a small “c.” 
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Jesus says in today’s gospel, 

  “I was sent only to the lost sheep of Israel” (Mt 15:24). 

That means that Jesus came only for Jews 

  because the Jews are the sheep of Israel (see Ez 34:11-16). 

Earlier when Jesus commissioned his disciples, he instructed them: 

  “Do not go into pagan territory” (Mt 10:5). 

 

When Jesus went to Tyre and Sidon (Mt 15:21), 

    he went into pagan territory. 

When he spoke to the Canaanite woman (Mt 15:24,26,28a), 

  and when he healed the Canaanite woman’s daughter (Mt 15:28b), 

    he was interacting with people who are not Jews, not sheep of Israel. 

It seems like Jesus is contradicting himself. 

At first glance, this gospel seems really confusing. 

 

In order to understand what Jesus did, 

  we need to know some important Middle East geography. 

 

Tyre and Sidon are coastal cities in modern southern Lebanon. 

 

Tyre is fourteen miles north of the Israeli-Lebanese border. 

If you know Haifa, the third largest city in Israel today,  

    biblical Mount Carmel, 

  then go seven miles north across the bay to Acco,  

  and then go twelve more miles northward up the coastline to Rosh Hanikra, 

    which is at the border. 

Tyre is fourteen miles north of the Israeli border, 

  the southernmost coastal city in Lebanon. 

 

Sidon is twenty-six miles north of Tyre (and 25 miles south of Beirut), 

  also right on the Mediterranean Sea. 

 

Tyre and Sidon are a long haul from Capernaum and the Sea of Galilee. 

The trip would be quite an effort: 

  lots of ups and downs, twists and turns, over the rough and rocky terrain. 

This was not, “Let’s walk across the street.” 

  It was, “Let’s go to a foreign country.” 

Jesus made a very intentional choice to go there. 

 

In addition to knowing where Jesus was going, 

  we also need to know who Jesus was visiting 

  because it greatly affects the gospel dynamics. 

 

Two different groups of people lived in and around Tyre and Sidon, 

  Phoenicians and Canaanites. 
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First, there were the Phoenicians. 

The Phoenicians were the native coastal people. 

  They were ship builders. 

    They built freighters to move merchandise, 

       and they worked as sailors on the ships. 

    They built fishing boats, 

       and some made a living fishing. 

  There was rich soil along the coastline, 

    so some were farmers. 

The Phoenicians were ship builders, sailors, fishermen, and farmers. 

Very importantly, the Phoenicians worshiped a pagan god, Baal. 

But Jews worship Yahweh alone, and detest Baal (see 1 Kgs 18:16-40), 

  so there was huge antagonism between Jews and Phoenicians. 

Jews were certain that they were head and shoulders better than Phoenicians. 

    

Second, there were the Canaanites. 

This should strike us as odd. 

Canaan is the other name for the land of Israel, 

  and the Canaanites are the native inhabitants of Israel. 

What are Canaanites doing in Lebanon?  You may ask! 

When the Jews entered the Promised Land under Joshua around 1230 BC, 

  the Jews brutally attacked and conquered the Canaanites to take possession of the land. 

The majority of the Canaanites were ruthlessly slaughtered (Jos 10:28,40; 11:10-11,16-23). 

The few that survived were forced to flee their homeland to Lebanon. 

The Canaanites in Tyre and Sidon were refugees. 

The atrocities had taken place 1200 years earlier, 

  and the Canaanites nursed their hatred for the Jews for 12 centuries. 

Furthermore, the Canaanites worshiped a pagan god, Molech. 

If anyone every hated the Jews, the Canaanites did, 

  and was reciprocal, the Jews hated the Canaanites. 

 

There were no Jews in Tyre and Sidon. 

  They were all Gentiles. 

Jews despised Gentiles. 

The Jews disparagingly called Gentiles “dogs,” “dirty dogs” (see Mt 15:26). 

 

It might be hard for us to understand the term “dirty dogs” 

  because we have dogs for pets and we like our dogs. 

  “A dog is man’s best friend.” 

Our dogs are domesticated, clean. 

In those days dogs ran wild, and they often ran in packs. 

Dogs went through rubbish. 

Dogs carried disease. 

Dogs were filthy, “dirty dogs.” 

Jews called pagan Gentiles “dirty dogs”: 

  pagans were garbage to them, and to be avoided. 
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To the Jews, pagans were low life trash 

Jews believed that they were better than pagans. 

Pagans are a menace, worthless. 

 

By now it should be clear why it was so shocking  

  that Jesus would want to go to Tyre and Sidon. 

It was pagan territory, Gentile territory, and hostile territory. 

 

The twelve apostles must have thought that Jesus was crazy, 

  but off they went. 

The apostles did not mutiny,  

  but they didn’t think that this was a good idea. 

 

So a Canaanite woman approached Jesus (Mt 15:22). 

To Jesus, the Canaanite woman was not a dog. 

  Neither was her daughter. 

Jesus respected the Canaanite woman, 

  and the Canaanite woman respected Jesus. 

It was a public display of mutual respect, 

  incredible, something that never, ever happened. 

Two people, Jesus and the Canaanite woman, 

  different genders, different faiths, different nationalities, 

    treated each other with kindness and respect. 

 

This is what it means to be catholic with a small “c,” 

  to be universal, all-embracing, inclusive, and mutually respectful. 

 

As a parish, Jesus wants us to be catholic, small “c.” 

Yes, we Catholics must support each other 

   as we walk the journey of faith together. 

But, Catholics cannot be for Catholics alone, exclusive. 

  Catholics must not think that they are better than people who are different. 

It is imperative that Catholics reach out to non-Catholics, 

    people of other faiths, other languages, other nationalities, 

  and to treat them with respect, 

  because every person is created in the image and likeness of God (see Gn 1:27), 

  and no person is to be treated like a dog. 

 

Jesus would be pleased with our opening song, All Are Welcome, 

  but we must practice what we sing. 

It is important for us to invite people to our church, 

  and to treat them nicely when they come. 

When visitors come to our parish, as they often do, 

  it is crucial that we not be preoccupied with the people that we know and like, 

  but notice visitors, say hello, smile at them, invite to sit next to us, 

  engage them in conversation, and make them feel right at home. 
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Jesus’ outreach to Tyre and Sidon has great application to our country and our world, 

  particularly in view of Charlottesville and Barcelona this past week. 

There is so much hate, so much terrorism, 

  because certain people think that they are better than other people. 

 

The Jews thought they were better than the pagans, who they considered dogs. 

The pagans thought they were better than the Jews, who they considered dogs. 

 

In God’s eyes, in the eyes of Jesus:  

  no person is a dog; 

  no group of people are dogs. 

All are made in the image and likeness of God (see Gn 1:27). 

 

Jesus respected differences and bridged gaps. 

 

Can you imagine how Jesus feels about Whites who think they are better than Blacks, 

  or Blacks who think that they are better than Whites? 

Can you imagine how Jesus feels about Muslim extremists who attack innocent people, 

  or non-Muslims who generalize hate to all Muslims? 

 

The trip that Jesus made to Tyre and Sidon has incredible implications for us: 

  on our attitudes toward people who are different from us, 

  how welcoming we are as a parish, 

  and how mutual respect is of paramount importance 

    in our neighborhoods, our great nation, and throughout the world. 

 

Jesus is catholic with a small “c,” 

  inclusive. 

To Jesus, no one is dog, and no one is to be treated like a dog, 

  and it must be the same for us if we claim to be his followers. 

All are made in the image and likeness of God (Gn 1:27), 

  those of other faiths, other languages, and other nationalities. 

 

As God said through the Prophet Isaiah in the first reading, 

  “My house is for all people” (paraphrase, Is 56:7c). 


