
20th Sunday in Ordinary Time -Year A 

What Jesus Had on His Mind 
 
 
Jesus had his hands full. The situation into which he had been 
born had been in disarray and decline for a long time. The 
scriptures that were proclaimed in the synagogue each sabbath 
reminded him and his fellow compatriots that once a much 
different relationship with their God had been in place: God had 
been honored and obeyed and the people of Israel had flourished 
and were a light to the nations. 
 
 
Then had come a long period of decline: members of the house 
of David had ruled, but not in a way intended by God. They had 
gone the way of the other nations and sought to survive by 
making alliances, accommodating their neighbors and their 
neighbors' gods, forgetting the call to justice and care for the 
poor and vulnerable. They had lost the land promised to them 
and suffered exile, only to be restored by nothing less than an 
act of God comparable to the exodus from Egypt, the land of 
slavery. 
 
 
But again, the spiral of decline had taken hold. Herod, who was 
not of the house of David, had somehow managed to gain the 
throne, but was more interested in appeasing the Romans and 
engaging in famous building campaigns than shepherding the 
people rightly. He and his fellow members of the religious elite 
kept an eye out for anyone who could threaten their grip on 



power. 
 
 
And the vacuum of authentic leadership was occupied by self-
appointed guardians of the tradition who were more interested in 
parsing out the letter of the law down to the last detail than 
restoring a community where all could flourish in a loving 
relationship with a God who treasured mercy more than 
sacrifice. 
 
 
The Time Had Come, the Moment was Ripe, Let's Go! 
 
 
The situation was ripe for a moment of restoration, and Jesus 
was quite aware that he was being called to be the vehicle for 
that event. He stayed focused on the will of the Father to bring 
the lost sheep of Israel back into the relationship with him that 
he had imagined for them from the beginning. Even in those 
moments when he took time away, escaping to the country to the 
north for a moment of rest and regrouping, it was in service to 
the mission he had been called to. 
 
 
Um, Excuse Me 
 
 
And then, there comes that Canaanite woman, who has no 
interest in the history of the Jewish people and their God. She 
would never be welcome among them anyway, the animosity 
between her people and them was forged from the very 



beginning when the people of Israel entered the land from their 
sojourn in the desert. 
 
 
But they do have that one man who, even from her perspective 
as an outsider, embodies the hope of a nation, the hope of a 
world. He is there, in her midst. Why would she not take the 
chance to call out to him, asking for help in confronting an 
obvious evil-her daughter is plagued by a demon. Can she get 
him to break out of his preoccupation and enter the moment, and 
do what he is capable of doing for the sake of another? 
 
 
She has nothing to lose, and everything to gain. And so, she 
persists and somehow the words come to her that will prevail on 
him. He recognizes the call of the moment, the freedom to act on 
behalf of another that will not hinder his mission or take 
anything from what God has called him to do. She wins him 
over by her persistence and trust that what she is asking must be 
in keeping with the message he is proclaiming. 
 
 
We Have Our Hands Full, Too and Can Miss the Moment 
 
 
We, also, have our hands full. We are about so many things; so 
many of them important, essential even, and in keeping with 
what we believe God has called us to do. And yet, there are 
moments for us, too, when there is a simple call to be there for 
another person, to reach out to them in their need, to do what we 
can for them before we get caught up again in the business of 



our lives. 
 
 
Paying Our Dues to the Human Race 
 
 
This sort of basic human solidarity is not something that anyone 
is exempted from, no matter how important they are, or their 
mission is. Such moments operate on a prior level, before our 
organization and focus take over and we become all about the 
task at hand. Can we see them? Can we engage in the encounter 
that comes simply from the recognition that we are not walking 
this earth alone, but in the company of those others who have 
been endowed by their creator with their inalienable rights, 
too? 
 
Jesus Did Not Miss the Moment 
 
Jesus recognized the moment of encounter with the Canaanite 
woman as being an integral part of his larger mission, to bring 
salvation not only in the form of restoration for Israel, but also 
in the form of a restored community of nations that would 
reverse the sin of Babel and make available for all people the 
gift of the Holy Spirit. That time was yet to come, but no harm 
in giving her and her daughter a foretaste that would benefit 
them in the here and now. 
 
 
The here and now is really all we have. Can we be attentive to it? 
 


