
“And all ate and were filled.” 

Sunday Homily 2 AUGUST 2020

YEAR A

8th SUNDAY AFTER TRINITY

Illustration
Much anxiety surrounds food, even in societies where food is plentiful and 
starvation is rare. There are regular food scares, sugars and fats are frequently 
seen as suspect, adverse to health. Various bacteria hit the headlines, salmonella 
and listeria raise their ugly heads. Medical conditions such as anorexia nervosa 
and bulimia affect thousands of people. Food, essential for life and meant to be 
enjoyed, becomes instead a threat, causing discomfort, even ill health. Where 
food is scarce, finding enough of anything becomes an overriding responsibility.

In the scriptures food has rich associations: from the forbidden fruit in the Garden 
of Eden, where food symbolised wisdom and temptation, to manna in the desert, 
where it symbolised God’s provision for his people. The Passover meal was a vivid 
commemoration of rescue from slavery. The Maccabees’ refusal to eat the flesh 
of the pig signified their faithfulness to the Law, even in the face of death. In the 
New Testament, Jesus is frequently shown eating: having a meal with Martha and 
Mary, relaxing with friends; eating with Zacchaeus, where Jesus demonstrates 
his regard for people often overlooked. Dining with tax collectors and sinners is a 
statement of who the Son of Man came to save. And in the miracles of the loaves 
and fishes, food is a sign of blessing and abundance.

Gospel Teaching
There was no absolute need to feed the people gathered by the shore of the lake. 
Even though they were in a lonely place the disciples suggested dispersing the 
crowd to the villages to buy their own food. But Jesus suggests otherwise; he 
responds to this need, among their other needs. Although he had intended to 
withdraw from the public gaze to ponder the Baptist’s death, he took pity on the 
people and healed their sick. And, having healed them, he responded to another 
immediate, pressing need. They were hungry and they needed to be fed. Once 
again, the presence of Christ is a blessing in more ways than one. From meagre 
resources a huge crowd is satisfied with plenty left over. Indeed, twelve baskets, 
which signified abundance for each of the twelve tribes of Israel.

Matthew 14:20



Where people are anxious, Jesus brings reassurance. Where they are confused, 
he brings enlightenment. Where they are sick, he brings healing. And where they 
are hungry, he brings bread. It is clear that the ministry of Christ is not just to 
the spirit or the soul, but to the whole person. He is not just food for the spirit, 
but food for the body also. The Good News is not merely an idea but a complete 
renewal of life.

So where there is anxiety about food, about what is safe to eat and what is not 
safe; when there is worry about whether there will be enough on the plate; where 
food seems to threaten as well as nourish, Jesus’ use of food points the way. 
Here he brings together much of the symbolism associated with food. As in the 
desert of old, food here represents God’s provision for people. Food represents 
deliverance and Jesus’ concern for the marginalised, those whom the Son of Man 
came to save. In the taking of the bread, the blessing, breaking and distributing, 
food points to the sacrifice of Christ and to his abiding presence in the Eucharist.

Application
Food represents an opportunity in the Gospel of Christ. As in the Garden of 
Eden, it suggests the desirability of true wisdom and the necessity of resisting 
temptation. When we are anxious about the future, the provision of manna 
in the desert reminds us of God’s generosity and care. Passover reminds us 
of the saving power of God, and the story of the Maccabees is an example of 
perseverance in the face of extreme adversity. Jesus eating with Martha and 
Mary demonstrates the value he placed upon friendship and fellowship. His meal 
with Zacchaeus, with tax collectors and sinners, makes clear that every person is 
worthy of respect. And the miracle of the loaves and fishes is a rich reminder of 
the mission of Jesus to proclaim the kingdom, to heal, to nourish and to bless. 

The greatest meal of all, the Last Supper, brings together all the symbolism of 
food in the ministry of Jesus. When anxious, hungry, and in any kind of need, we 
remember how the Lord provides and how we too should provide for others in 
his name.
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“You of little faith, why did you doubt?” 

Sunday Homily 9 AUGUST 2020

YEAR A

9th SUNDAY AFTER TRINITY

Illustration
The eighteenth-century French Jesuit priest Jean-Pierre de Caussade spent the 
first few years of his ministry teaching at the Jesuit college in Toulouse. In 1714 
he stopped teaching, and became an itinerant missioner and preacher.

In the years that followed he developed an extensive ministry of spiritual direction 
based at the Jesuit retreat house in Nancy, and many of the letters on the life of 
prayer that he wrote during those years have been preserved for us.

His most famous work, still available today, was a longer piece entitled 
Abandonment to Divine Providence. When writing about the practice of faith in 
our daily lives, de Caussade had this to say: “God’s will desires and can always 
accomplish what will contribute most to our perfection on condition that we allow 
God to act. Faith does not doubt this. The more our senses are faithless, revolted, 
uncertain and in despair, the more surely faith says: ‘This is God; all is well.’”

Gospel Teaching
Peter’s attempt to walk on the water in Matthew’s Gospel follows on immediately 
from the feeding of the five thousand. Jesus has dismissed the crowds and sent 
his disciples on ahead of him, across the lake, while he goes up a mountain to 
pray alone.

Early in the morning the disciples see Jesus walking towards them through the 
battering waves, and they cry out in fear, thinking they are seeing a ghost. He 
calls out to reassure them, and Peter responds, “Lord, if it is you, command me 
to come to you on the water.” When Jesus does so, Peter sets out confidently, but 
he is soon overcome by his fear of the wind and the waves. Jesus catches hold of 
Peter’s outstretched hand, chiding him for his lack of faith. As they get in the boat 
the wind drops, and the disciples worship Jesus.

This incident is paralleled in Mark’s Gospel (Mark 6:45-52), but Mark has one 
very significant difference: there is no mention of Peter attempting to walk on the 
water to Jesus. So why does Matthew record this? The usual interpretation of this 
passage assumes that Peter would not have sunk in the waves if he had only had 

Matthew 14:31



enough faith, and indeed, Jesus’ words would initially seem to suggest this. But 
the disciples’ lack of faith is also implicit in Mark’s version of the incident, and 
has not needed a description of Peter trying to walk on the water to make it so.

The American scholar Eugene Boring has suggested that Jesus’ rebuke of Peter 
relates not to the fact that having more faith would have made walking on the 
water possible, but rather that Peter was demanding proof of Jesus’ presence 
and power, rather than relying on his faith.

Boring draws a parallel between the form of Peter’s words to Jesus, “Lord, if it is 
you, command me to come to you on the water”, and the words of Satan to Jesus 
in the wilderness temptations: “If you are the Son of God…” (Matthew 4:3-11). 

In the wilderness experience, Jesus is repeatedly tempted to “prove” his divinity 
to the world and to himself by a spectacular display of signs and wonders. 
His threefold response to Satan indicates a refusal to be drawn into displays 
of supernatural pyrotechnics, and instead Jesus focuses consistently on the 
God who alone is worthy of trust and worship. By demanding a miracle, Peter 
has fallen prey to the temptation to seek physical proof for his faith, and he is 
consequently rebuked by Jesus.

Application
The message of today’s Gospel passage challenges our inbuilt human tendency 
to demand proof for our faith; to ask that God would suspend the natural laws of 
his creation in order to make belief easier for us. So often we seek, not for faith, 
but for certainty. We have no problem when all in our lives is going smoothly; but 
when the “wind and waves” that are the realities of every human life threaten to 
swamp us – the experiences of loss, sickness and ageing that are our common 
lot – we find it hard to hold on to faith.

The words of de Caussade with which we began are of real encouragement 
here. We are urged to hold on in faith, however bleak and unpromising are our 
circumstances. However strong the winds or overwhelming the waves, God 
always wills and can do that which is for our greatest good, if only we will let him 
do so (cf. Romans 8:28). “This is God; all is well.”
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“Then Jesus answered her, ‘Woman, great is your faith!  
Let it be done for you as you wish.’” 

Sunday Homily 16 AUGUST 2020

YEAR A

10th SUNDAY AFTER TRINITY

Illustration
This story of a Canaanite woman’s encounter with Jesus is not a comfortable one 
to hear, nor an easy one to understand. It seems out of character for Jesus to 
reject a distressed woman seeking healing for her child. It is unlike him to use such 
dismissive words to anyone, humiliating someone in the presence of others.

It might help us in our understanding of it to set this story in context and look at 
the events which lead up to it.

At the beginning of chapter 15, Matthew tells us that Pharisees and scribes 
come from Jerusalem to question Jesus. We can be sure these questions are not 
asked with minds open to a new understanding and deepening of faith. They are 
challenges thrown at Jesus in order to discredit and condemn him. They ask why 
Jesus’ disciples don’t follow the traditional Jewish rituals of hand-washing.

Jesus doesn’t answer their question. Instead he launches a ferocious attack on 
the way they themselves use traditions to undermine the spirit of God’s law. He 
calls them hypocrites – people who give the appearance of worshipping and 
honouring God but who in fact put their own interests first, harming others in 
the process.

These Pharisees, then, accuse Jesus of breaking tradition while Jesus insists that 
in fact he is the one calling people to live according to God’s laws, not human 
distortions of it.

Gospel Teaching
After this encounter with his critics Jesus talks to his followers about what makes 
someone clean or unclean. He explains the teaching in more detail to his disciples 
who (not for the first or last time) haven’t understood him. Jesus says that food 
we eat is processed and passes out of the body. It’s a physical function having no 
moral implications.

However, the way we speak and act does have moral implications affecting 
ourselves and other people. Our words and deeds can be said to be unclean but 
they come from our hearts, not from our bodies and diets or the way we eat.
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It is after this teaching that Jesus goes to the district of Tyre and Sidon where the 
Canaanite woman comes to him to beg him to heal her sick daughter.

At first Jesus ignores her. Perhaps he is struggling within himself about how to 
respond. His compassion and love for all suffering people would move him to 
respond with healing. But he is also aware of his calling as God’s Chosen One 
from and for God’s chosen people.

As he struggles, the woman continues her cries for help and the disciples suggest 
that the best way to silence her would be to grant her request. Perhaps partly still 
talking to himself and perhaps in a questioning way Jesus says, “I was sent only 
to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.” Now the woman comes right up to him, 
kneels in front of him and again asks for help.

Jesus knows that his critics would reject this woman and would consider Jesus 
unclean for having spoken to her. He voices their thoughts, saying, “It is not fair 
to take the children’s food and throw it to the dogs.”

Her quick, witty retort that even the dogs eat what the children don’t want releases 
the tension and we can perhaps imagine Jesus’ smile and delight in finding such 
faith in an “outsider” when it had been missing among the “chosen people”. His 
love and compassion flow freely once more and the daughter is healed.

Jesus demonstrates vividly that while he might be ritually unclean (by speaking 
to a Gentile woman) his words and actions are loving and healing, reflecting 
God’s gracious acceptance of all people.

Application
This whole chapter presents us with challenges about how we live out our faith 
in our homes, congregations, communities and places of work.

We’re powerfully reminded that we can say and do all the right things but it’s 
what’s going on in our hearts that matters and what is going on in our hearts will 
always somehow be shown in our lives and relationships. We’re reminded that 
God looks to the very centre of our being but does so with love and compassion, 
always wanting to forgive and heal so that we can live lives free from guilt and 
able to love others as we have been loved.

Finally, we are reminded that we, too, are called to love beyond all boundaries, 
ignoring social niceties and prejudices because no one is ever outside the reach 
of God’s love – which is for all people everywhere and always.
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“Simon Peter answered, ‘You are the Messiah,  
the Son of the living God.’ ” 

Sunday Homily 23 AUGUST 2020

YEAR A

11th SUNDAY AFTER TRINITY

Illustration
What’s in a name? Each culture has its own tradition when conferring names 
and there can be a mixture of tribal, family and individual meanings attached. 
As time goes by some of these meanings can be lost. For example, the surname 
“Carpenter” tells us something of a family’s trade in the past, but it is by pure 
chance if a “Carpenter” is a carpenter today. In some Christian traditions, first 
names are taken from those of saints or scripture. Now a baptismal name is as 
likely to reflect family links, or book or film characters.

We may have strong feelings for or against our own name, but it carries power 
for us. An “icebreaker” activity sometimes used in the first session of a group 
can be to ask each person present to state their name and something about it. As 
well as being a useful tool to fit faces and names together, the layers of history, 
meaning and feelings revealed can be fascinating. 

Gospel Teaching
Names are always significant in the Bible. They tell us much about the role 
the person is asked to play in the unfolding plan of salvation. Remember the 
importance given to the naming of Jesus and of John the Baptist in Luke’s Gospel. 
One of the pivotal moments in the Old Testament is when Moses asks God for 
his name and God appears to evade the question. To know someone’s name is to 
have power over them and no one can have that power over God.

In the Jewish tradition even God’s elusive reply to Moses, often translated as “I 
am who I am”, is never spoken aloud. Yet in today’s Gospel passage Jesus asks 
his disciples about his own identity. To begin with he is circumspect. He asks 
who the crowd thinks him to be, employing the title used in Matthew’s Gospel, 
the Son of Man. The replies are those from the past, important characters who 
heralded momentous shifts in the history of salvation. 

But Jesus then asks his disciples who they think he is, much more direct and 
resonant of God’s elusive self-disclosure to Moses. “But who do you say that I 
am?” And it is Simon Peter who answers accurately. “You are the Messiah, the 
Son of the living God.” Jesus is recognised and named for who he is. It is a turning 

Matthew 16:16



point in his mission and provides for a crucial change in our understanding of the 
nature of God. God is no longer keeping himself apart, jealously guarding his own 
identity, but revealing himself as one like ourselves, even subject to human power. 

The immediate sequel to today’s story is the proclamation by Jesus of his journey 
towards suffering and death. For his faith, Peter is especially blessed by Jesus and 
is given a new name. He is to become the rock, the source of strength and authority 
for the new community, the Church, the followers of this newly revealed Christ.

Application
Whatever our role in life, whatever our position in the Church, our starting point is 
the same as that of Peter and the disciples. We have to answer the same question 
Jesus put to them: who do we say Jesus is? Can we answer? Not just with the 
mind, but with the heart? We need to be ever aware of God constantly revealing 
himself and emptying himself for us in and through his Son. If we have the faith 
to do that, then we in turn receive our names. We are allowed to turn the question 
round and ask Jesus what name he gives us. Who does he say we are? We are all 
his followers but, as St Paul points out, the good of the Church and the growth of 
the kingdom require that we have a clear idea of what our individual contribution 
may be.

It is not only the clergy who are called and named in this way. Every single one of 
us is called by God. It is through daily prayer and reflection and the help of those 
who know us well that we can discern how we are to live out that calling in our 
everyday lives. We all have a unique contribution to make and each of our names 
is known to God, so it is up to us to live out that name to its fullest in the service 
of the kingdom.
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“Get behind me, Satan! You are a stumbling block to me.” 
 

Sunday Homily 30 AUGUST 2020

YEAR A

12th SUNDAY AFTER TRINITY

Introduction
It seems to be an acknowledged truth among workers with terminally ill patients 
that people who are dying sometimes need “permission” from their loved ones 
to die. (Not by any other than natural causes, of course.) When it is clear that they 
are prepared, some need to know, through word or gesture, that their leaving is 
acceptable.

Elsie knew that she was dying and was ready to do so. We all knew that, and by 
every means at her disposal, apart from the actual words, Elsie was trying to ask 
for permission to be allowed to pass away. Except that her husband, who adored 
her, refused to accept that she was dying, and his inability to face the reality of what 
was happening prevented Elsie from a dignified and graceful death. Her physical 
symptoms and the sadness of her circumstances were almost overwhelming, 
even for the professionals. Her husband insisted upon nursing her at home. He 
permitted no reference to the probability of her dying and clung to her little bit of 
life as though it was his own.

Eventually, of course, Elsie did die. But her passing became a silent struggle 
with her husband, an ending which might have been avoided if he had been able 
to face an incontrovertible reality with fortitude. No blame attaches to him. He 
loved Elsie and could not bear to be parted from her. But perhaps this helps us 
to understand Peter’s response to Jesus when the bad news became too much 
for him to bear.

Gospel Teaching
By this stage of Jesus’ ministry it was clear to Peter and the other disciples that 
he was their Messiah, but they had yet to understand that he would not be the 
conquering king driving all before him and expelling Israel’s enemies from the 
land given them by God. When Jesus rounds on him so violently we hear echoes 
of his very human frustration: that Peter is still thinking in the old terms and not 
in the radical new way of Jesus and his rule of love, not power and vengeance.

But Peter’s response is our response. We do not want Jesus to suffer either, we do 
not want him to die. “God forbid it, Lord!” Peter says. But Jesus knows that God 
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will not forbid it; God will not cause his death, but will not prevent it, because 
the free will given to humanity means that God, too, must watch a beloved child 
put to death. Jesus is as scared as any of us would be. (The serene acceptance of 
all that is to come is some people’s interpretation of Jesus’ response to his fate, 
but this belies his full humanity.) Not only does Jesus have to deal with his own 
feelings, but he has these underscored by Peter’s inability to understand and 
accept the full reality of what is to come.

Jesus did not really think Peter was Satan but simply that this title represents 
everything which opposes truth and is allied to worldliness, not God’s kingdom. 
At the same time, Jesus does not want the natural anxiety and sorrow of the 
situation transforming into pessimism, the canker of the soul. The sister of reality 
is hope in Jesus’ message today. 

Application
There is a clear choice for us here. All disciples must be prepared for the worst as 
well as the best: this is the reality of our vocation. We take up our responsibilities 
and then accept the consequences – this is mature spirituality, this is dedicated 
commitment. The good thing about facing reality is that it unlocks us from the 
prison of impotent, unending fear of unknowing, and frees us to make change, to 
move forward and live more fully.

Yes, it is scary at first: all freedom is frightening, because everything becomes 
possible when one has nothing to lose. Jesus knew this. He was prepared to risk 
everything and did not need Peter’s fussing, however well meant, or needy. He 
wanted Peter to grow up and face the truth and then accept what must come, so 
that he and Jesus could be free to pursue the next phase of their shared ministry. 
Jesus knew that it was a crucial step on the way to the disciples learning from 
where they would eventually find the strength to found and maintain the future 
Church: from his example, but also from within themselves. Facing reality, with 
hope, rarely disappoints when we undertake it with Christ.
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