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A few years ago, a thirty-year-old man (let’s call him “Jim”) came to 

the parish with an unusual request. Jim wanted to be married in a 

Catholic Church but wanted to have his dog as part of the wedding 

procession. Jim confided in me that he had been to many other priests to 

ask for this request and was rejected one time after another. As I often 

find out in my hospital ministry, I usually am one of the last priests in 

line that is asked for special requests and usually am one of the few 

priests that says yes to them. Frankly, I think this is why my parish has 

more weddings than any other parish in the city. 

Anyhoo, when Jim told me about his predicament, I asked him why 

it was so important for his dog to be present at his wedding. Jim 

confided that seventeen years prior (while he was in junior high), both 

of his parents died tragically, leaving him an only child with a young 

white Labrador retriever named Otter that he had just received from 
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them. Jim was distraught – Jim was at wits end. With no family at his 

side except this precious gift offered to him by his parents, Jim was 

alone and felt as if God had taken away all that he had. 

For Jim at least, the Good Samaritan response came in the form of his 

next door neighbors whose son and Jim were the best of friends. So that 

Jim could graduate high school with all his classmates, the neighbors 

took Jim and the dog into their home and cared for him as one of the 

family. Otter and Jim could stay together through high school, through 

college and through graduate school. As Jim finally met the girl of his 

dreams so that they could start a family together, Jim wanted to find a 

church where he, his bride, his adopted family and yes, his dog, could be 

present at the service. The dog was the last tie-in to Jim’s mom and dad 

and, in that particular way, his mother and father would be present at 

this special wedding. 

How could I refuse Jim’s dog to attend a wedding after a story like 

this? If you know anything about bringing dogs into the church for the 

feast of St. Anthony, St. Francis, seeing-eye dogs for the blind or yes, 
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even therapy dogs which was Jim’s situation, there are times which you 

show a little compassion to those who are in need so that they can be 

united with God in these special circumstances. I told the family that I 

would be honored to celebrate the wedding with Otter in tow! 

Now the family knew at the time that the basset hound for which I 

cared at the time named Rusty was quite important to me as well. Jim 

and his fiancé asked if Rusty could be present at the wedding. I told 

them that Rusty could stay outside the church in the hallway but I 

would prefer he not come into the church. So, Jim and Mary decided to 

buy a special tie for Rusty, a tutu for Otter and the family took a picture 

with the dogs after the Mass. That was cute. What wasn’t cute was that 

during my homily, Rusty was howling in the hallway outside of my 

church. When someone from the wedding decided to open the church 

door to let Rusty in, all chaos broke loose. Of course, the congregation 

laughed and pictures were taken. Unfortunately, a picture was taken to 

the two dogs and sent to The Herald News paper in Joliet, something I 

decidedly did not want. 
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Later in the week, I received a letter from one of the higher-ups in the 

diocese. The letter questioned my sanity for allowing a dog to 

participate in the wedding Mass. I remember one sentence of that letter 

by heart – We are the servants of the liturgy, not its masters the letter stated. 

I, of course, tried to educate the uneducated higher-up in the diocese but 

you know how those things work – sometimes common-sense flows 

only in one direction. 

Six months later, the Holy Father decided to celebrate a special 

birthday Mass with the homeless in Rome. Specifically, he invited four 

homeless men into his private chapel for Mass and breakfast, one of 

them bringing a dog in tow. As a joke, I took the clipping of that article 

and sent it to the higher-up with a note that read, would you like to tell the 

Holy Father that he is acting like the master of the liturgy or should I? 

Look, we have to be prudent when it comes to animals in church. We 

have to be prudent with many things in life. In relation to the gospel 

reading we just proclaimed today, we also learn that the manner in 

which we associate people with “dogs” in our human history would be 
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a grave insult in any age. Sometimes we treat God’s creatures with great 

disrespect. Sometimes we refer to other human beings pejoratively as 

dogs or snakes or rats or whatever. Maybe among friends who enjoy 

“locker room” talk or ten-year olds from the movie “A Christmas 

Story,” this language may seem right at home. In civilized society, 

though, calling a person a dog or treating someone like a dog (or 

sometimes even treating a dog like a dog) can be quite horrendous. 

Did you know that the bible makes over sixty references to dogs, 

most of the time in a negative way? In both books of Samuel, the term 

“dog” is seen as a type of human debasement that lowers the human 

being to a sub-human level. In both books of Kings, the fate of King 

Ahab’s kin (including his wife Jezebel) is lowered to a feast for the dogs, 

which pretty much is their comeuppance for the type of life that King 

Ahab and his wife chose to lead. In the gospel of Luke, the poor man 

Lazarus lived such a pitiful life that even dogs licked on his sores. And 

in today’s gospel, Jesus refers to this Canaanite woman as a dog as well 
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because she was a person not of the same faith as those in Jesus’ inner 

circle. 

What was Jesus’ intention in our gospel reading for today? Was Jesus 

truly using language more fitting for a locker room than for the Son of 

God? Why was Jesus dissing the dogs? Was possibly that the author of 

this gospel was implementing a literary device to use a play of words to 

demonstrate the great faith of the woman in question? These questions 

are still debated by our bible scholars of today but what is not debated is 

the faith that an outsider held in a gospel primarily written for Jewish 

Christians. 

And this point is key, especially for those who choose to follow the 

Christian path. How many times have we encountered those 

“outsiders” in the scriptures who have demonstrated this type of 

remarkable faith that they are afforded this grace even more so in some 

respects than those that often go through the motions of the faith but do 

not embrace the message of God in the soul? 
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There are so many examples of religious people different from us that 

we have discussed repeatedly who have great faith according to their 

customs and ways of life! In the scriptures we have encountered Syrians, 

Syro-Phoenicians, Samaritans and all the rest grouped together with the 

term “Gentile,” many of whom demonstrating the type of faith that all 

of us are called or even desire to live. St. Paul goes out of his way, as 

presented in our second reading today, to dedicate his life to drawing 

the life of the outsiders in, to dedicate himself ministering to the Gentile 

folks with such passion and love that today we give him the title, “The 

Apostle to the Gentiles.” And in our gospel today, a Canaanite woman 

whose life those of the faith would casually disregard modeled a type of 

faith that all of us should aspire to live. 

What is the message from today’s readings? Could it possibly be that 

whenever we label someone as a “dog” or “infidel” or treated like one 

because they do not share a common faith or heritage with us that we 

open ourselves to be labeled in the same way? How often do we 

abandon the same faith that we claim to follow? If we use this criterion 
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to label other people, then at times we have to label ourselves as dogs as 

well! To be people of faith, we must recognize ourselves as sinners in 

need of redemption. 

For this reason and more, we are obligated out of love to realize that 

every person we encounter is a person created by God, embedded with 

God’s Spirit that can be seen every time we extend a caring hand and 

kind word in their direction. This love and care cannot and must not be 

directed exclusively to our family and friends – Jesus warned us of this 

in his Sermon on the Mount. In addition to what we normally do, our 

Lord shows us the potential to do more, to extend ourselves beyond our 

comfort zones to love and serve those we do not know. For until we are 

able to call each and every person in the world our brother and sister, 

even if they do not afford us the same courtesy, we are far away from 

embracing the Lord eternally in heaven. 
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Let us remember that the manner in which we treat the creatures of 

this world reflects the manner in which we show respect to God. Some 

animals are meant to nourish us – some animals serve as pets. All 

people are created in God’s image and likeness. All creation deserves 

respect. Let us always be respectful to all creatures of our God and king, 

especially showing this respect to the people that we meet. This is our 

prayer. 


