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together. As well as the Sunday or name of the feast, dates have been given. The reflections 
are particular to their context and so need to be read with a sense of the point in the lockdown 
that they were written. Schools closed on 20 March and the full lockdown was imposed on 23 
March. Palm Sunday was 5 April.
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PALM SUNDAY
5 April 2020

We all know the story: how Jesus and his disciples, after a journey from Galilee, in 
the north of the Holy Land, travelled down south to the centre of the Jewish faith – 
Jerusalem. On arrival, they were met by a crowd of people, waving palms, and singing songs 
and psalms – greeting Jesus as their long-awaited Messiah. What might interest us is this: 
how did they know him? Was it just hear-say, or gossip, about this “wonder-worker” from the 
provinces?  Or had he already visited the city before this? St John (unlike the other three 
gospel-writers) says that he had been there several times in his public life. Thus, he had made 
a name for himself among the people, acquiring a fair number of disciples, or followers, in 
the Holy City.  St John also says that he had made enemies among some of the leaders of the 
Jewish religion. 

I think that Jesus’ entry into Jerusalem on Palm Sunday was a bitter-sweet event. The 
‘sweet’ aspect: the gospel-writers give a sense of hope and joy in the welcome that Jesus 
received – hope that salvation might be on the way, and joy that each person there had lived 
long enough to share Israel’s comforting. But the ‘bitter’ aspect is there all the time:  we 
know that within a few days another crowd would be baying for Jesus’ death, egged on by the 
High Priest and his political followers. It would be this group, and not the Pharisees (with 
whom Jesus had had so many arguments in the previous three years), who would pressurize 
the Romans into having him executed.

What about us? I feel that this year’s Holy Week and Easter are a bitter-sweet time. 
The bitter bit is far easier to describe – the sickness; the lock-down of the country; the 
financial hardships which this whole thing is causing (and will cause, the longer it goes on); 
the fact that this will be the first time in about 60 years that I won’t have been able to enjoy 
the special church services (as altar-server, seminarian, priest)  with other people. But there is 
a positive (if not all that sweet!) aspect: modern communications allow us to share our 
parish’s and other churches’ messages with anyone who wants to access them; there is a real 
concern to reach out to the isolated and the poor; people are realising that caring for others 
brings more happiness that caring for one’s own pleasure.  So, just as the Palm Sunday entry 
to Jerusalem was overshadowed by the events later that same week, perhaps we can see the 
present crisis as being overshadowed by the goodness we can feel around us.

**************

HOLY (MAUNDY) THURSDAY
9 April 2020

Of all the days of Holy Week, this is perhaps the one that we link most with Catholic 
life, being tied up with our ideas of Priesthood and the Mass. At its centre is the Last Supper 
– Jesus’ final meal with his friends before his execution. For the Jews, the meal that night was 
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also the Passover – the commemoration of their escape from slavery in Egypt 1250 years 
earlier. That escape, and the years in the desert that followed it, made  them  aware of being 
God’s “special people”.  The meal followed a set pattern:- only in Jerusalem; eaten quickly 
(to recall the urgency of that night); using a roasted yearling lamb (or kid); eaten with 
unleavened bread dipped in bitter herbs (to recall the bitterness of their slavery); and using 
several cups of wine at fixed times in the meal, with a final, thanksgiving cup after it. Jesus 
followed the usual pattern of the meal, but added two bits that changed its meaning. 

As he blessed the unleavened bread, he said: “This is my Body, which will be given 
up for you.” After the meal, he took the final cup of wine, and said: “This is the cup of my 
Blood, the new and eternal covenant, which will be poured out for you and for many, for the 
forgiveness of sins.”  We believe that this wasn’t just a symbol (like calling himself the 
“Good Shepherd”) but a real change, to make this human food into his true and spiritual 
presence. The words mean a sacrifice – they link with his death on the cross the next day. For 
us, this was his gift of the Mass.

He also said to them: “Do this in memory of me,” making those apostles into the first 
priests, although he didn’t use that word.  Later, St Paul would call them “elders” (presbuteroi 
– presbyters) and very shortly after that the words bishop and priest would be used. But that 
meal was the origin of our priesthood.

Two things strike me. First: the Mass has a community feel to it – the shape of a 
shared meal. This year’s tragedy is that we can’t do the “comm-unity” aspect of it, by coming 
together in the church for it. We can share the idea by going on-line. While not as good as the 
real thing, it’s better than nothing. Second is the idea of service. The Holy Thursday gospel 
has Jesus washing the disciples’ feet as an example of love to follow. This is his “new 
commandment” – a hard lesson for them at the time, but one they would soon learn. In this 
week of lock-down for many people, we have the chance to help those unable to get out (or 
go on-line). In serving them, we copy Jesus.

**************

GOOD FRIDAY
10 April 2020

People often ask (especially in times of crisis like this): Why has God left us in 
this mess? Or: Does our suffering mean that there can’t possibly be any loving God? 
This isn’t new. The questions go back to the origins of Christianity. That’s why in the 
2nd reading of Good Friday’s Passion service, the author of the Letter to the Hebrews 
writes: It is not as if we had a high priest who was incapable of feeling our 
weaknesses with us. Although he was Son (of God), he learnt to obey through 
suffering. 

3



When we think of Jesus’ carrying of the cross, then his death on it, we see God 
sharing the worst that humans do to each other. We can also sense the personal 
suffering (and  feeling of hopelessness) of the man caught up in it. The fact that he 
was fully God did not stop Jesus suffering at the human level – he was also fully man, 
with the human emotions, worries and physical pain that any of us go through. 

This comes across in several ways in the Good Friday Passion, by St John. 
First, Jesus was denied by St Peter. Scared by a servant girl, Peter had said he was 
NOT one of his disciples. Second, the cowardly Pontius Pilate wanted to release 
Jesus, but was afraid of the senior Jews in Jerusalem. He admitted openly that it was 
their pressure that made him order the execution. Those senior Jews also had 
supporters among ordinary people, adding to Jesus’ sense of isolation – they were the 
ones shouting “Crucify him!” St John describes in detail Pilate’s reluctance – making 
the role of the local people all the more important, and Jesus’ sense of abandonment 
by the very people he wanted to help. At the hill-top of the crucifixion (a public road 
out of the city), Jesus saw his clothes divided among the execution-squad, as he was 
nailed to the cross naked - adding to the human ignominy. It’s hard to tell who exactly 
was at the cross with him – his Mother, Mary Magdalene, his aunt (Mary of Clopas) 
and St John himself. – later the evangelist. The gospels give different accounts of 
Jesus’ last words. St John has Jesus giving his Mother and him into each other’s 
company as “Mother and Son” – a sad sign that they had no-one else but each other. 
Then Jesus died, exhausted by the agony of trying simply to breathe.

What do we make of this? The story is 2000 years old, yet it seems to me that it 
tells us something fresh each year. While not suffering an agonising death (though 
some sufferers of the coronavirus do die in pain), many people are suffering from 
isolation and a sense of loneliness. Whilst we all realise how important it is to “Stay at 
home, stay safe and save our NHS”, as the government tells us, this doesn’t help the 
many whose situation makes them feel even more abandoned than ever. Many elderly, 
widowed, single, poor, sick  and vulnerable people have to spend days in their homes, 
with few or no outside contacts. If they haven’t got access to the internet, where so 
much modern life now takes place, their isolation must be intense. I don’t want to 
over-do the comparison, but sometimes it’s suffering like this that puts us in touch 
with Jesus’ own sufferings all those years ago. His weren’t just physical; they were 
also emotional and spiritual. Perhaps what many are going through now can give us a 
small sense of the personal emptiness Jesus must have felt that first Good Friday. The 
price of our salvation was an act of love and self-sacrifice that few could have 
imagined.  Even today, love and self-sacrifice are being shown by many in our 
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community, as they try to help others at this difficult time. It’s often at the darkest 
times that the brightness of love shines.

***************** 

HOLY SATURDAY NIGHT
THE EASTER VIGIL

11 April 2020
For many people, missing this service will be the saddest part of our locked-in Easter. 

The service is a mixture of ancient theatre (almost pagan in origin), music, words and prayer. 
It celebrates the creative power of God that was harnessed - to make the planet on which we 
live, to rescue the people of the Old Testament, and to raise the executed Jesus to a new life – 
a life that we can share spiritually.  

The service begins with a “new fire” – burning wood is brought into the darkened 
church and blessed. From this, a taper is lit and used to light the new paschal candle. This 
symbolises God’s creative energy raising Jesus – the candle representing his body, and being 
lit from the fire stands for the moment of resurrection. Then the “Exultet” hymn is sung (to 
the candle!) to sum up God’s creation, his freeing of the Jews from slavery in Egypt (by the 
Passover and the crossing of the Red Sea), and above all, his freeing of us from slavery to sin 
by Jesus’ death and resurrection – “To save a slave, you gave away your Son!” Non-believers 
often can’t get their head round this sort of love. 

Then follow readings from the Old Testament – we use three: the Creation, the Red 
Sea story and a piece from Isaiah where God invites us to search and find him, like someone 
thirsty finding refreshing water. This is followed by the Gloria – lights go on, and there is 
much ringing of many bells! After this, there is a letter from St Paul, then a gospel of the 
resurrection. 

The third main bit is the liturgy of baptism and water. At this point, a convert may be 
received into the Church, or someone baptised. The “Easter water” is blessed by having the 
paschal candle lowered into it three times; the people re-affirm their baptismal promises, then 
they are sprinkled with water. (This concludes by an altar server sprinkling/soaking the 
clergy......)

The fourth and last part is the Mass itself – the Mass of Easter, with a sense of relief 
and fulfilment. After that, Easter can be fully enjoyed! 

At Sacred Heart, many are involved – musicians, servers, readers, fire-makers, and so 
on. Those who come really enjoy it (there’s an advert for 2021!) because everyone, young or 
old, knows that they are taking a big part in something really special. The theatre of the 
Easter Vigil helps us to experience God’s love and power in spectacular way. That power 
raised up our saviour. I’m sure it is still at work today, in the midst of this pandemic

**************
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EASTER SUNDAY
12 April 2020

“Let your thoughts be on heavenly things, not on the things that are on the earth...” 
writes St Paul in the 2nd reading for today (to the Colossians). What? In the middle of our 
pandemic? Is he joking? Who is he trying to kid?

Well, nobody, actually. Like other early Christians, Paul lived in a time of permanent 
tension - their lives were far more on the edge than ours are today, despite the current crisis. 
He wrote that letter (about AD62) under house-arrest in Rome, 30 years after Jesus’ death & 
Resurrection. He had some freedom in Rome, but was not “free” in our sense of the word. 
Although he was released shortly afterwards, within 5 years he was re-arrested, sent back to 
Rome and then put to death, about the year 67. So, why was he so spiritually optimistic?

About 20 years before his execution, Paul was converted to Christianity;  this changed 
his own life, the early Church, and human history. As you may remember, he was on the way 
to Damascus to arrest Christians there – he was a fanatical Jewish Pharisee, who hated them. 
He experienced a vision of the risen Christ that totally changed him. He already knew what 
Christians believed about Jesus (that’s why he persecuted them) – but in the vision, he 
realised that their beliefs were true. He called the risen Jesus “Lord” – meaning God. That’s 
why, despite the terrible risks inherent in his work, he had faith in the “heavenly 
things” (meaning Jesus as God’s Son) rather than earthly things. 

Easter Day is the most important celebration in the Christian calendar, because it is 
God’s triumph over the Evil One; love’s triumph over hate; and life’s triumph over death. 
Jesus had died, forgiving his killers, but what made the difference was his friends’ realisation 
that his death was not the end, but the prelude to new life. In his 1st Letter to the Corinthians, 
(about  AD57) Paul says bluntly: without the Resurrection, Christianity is pointless – Jesus 
would have been simply another good guy who met a sticky end. With the resurrection, he is 
shown to have been God’s Son all along, and with the power to offer us new life as well. We 
share this life in our faith, prayers, and sacraments.

Easter this year is strangely muted: no glorious church liturgy (although you can 
enjoy some music on the YouTube link), nor great fun in the hall after it. What we do have is 
faith that God is still with us – helping us to overcome the virus by our working together. It 
may help us to appreciate the tension under which St Paul worked. The risen Christ helped 
him; he will help us too.

**************
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SECOND SUNDAY OF EASTER
LOW SUNDAY

19 April 2020
 If I doubt, am I as bad as Thomas?

I don’t intend to repeat here what I said on the front page of the bulletin about St 
Thomas’ wish for physical proof of Jesus’ resurrection. To be fair, what he did wasn’t really 
to “doubt” - he actually denied, which is much stronger. Many of us older Catholics will have 
learned off-by-heart the old Catechism when we were in primary school. One of the answers 
was: Faith is a supernatural gift of God, which enables us to believe, without doubting, 
whatever God has revealed.  The problem with this is that it makes religion seem like a list of 
facts to be learned (preferably by heart) and that any problems we have are caused either by a 
‘sin’ of doubting, or by not having had the gift of faith in the first place. In other words, if we 
do have any doubts, we’re no different from St Thomas.

I think this is a hopeless view of religion. Most of us who think about things have 
some doubts, some times. In any relationship – marriage or even friendship – we sometimes 
wonder: “Why did he/she say this, or do that....”  “What did they really mean?” and so on. 
We are not denying that the love or friendship exists (the way Thomas did about Jesus being 
alive), but the usual human mistakes, foibles, etc, lead us to question people’s motives and 
behaviour at times. We still like / love them, but their actions and words puzzle us. 

This is the same in our life of faith. We have to believe some things about God, 
otherwise we can’t be Catholic Christians. That said, our minds don’t switch off when we go 
to church, say prayers, or think about things deeply. The present corona virus has many 
people wondering why God allows it to happen. This may be a “doubt”, but it is not a “sin”, 
nor a denial of God: it’s a natural human reaction to a world-wide problem. The “doubt” 
element here is our difficulty in matching belief in a loving, powerful Creator with the 
existence of a physical evil. This problem is as old as Christianity. It’s even worse when the 
physical evil is compounded by a moral evil – like the actions of the Nazis and others in 
World War II. Humans have always had to use their God-given ingenuity to overcome 
problems and build better societies – that is how we progress. All too often in the past, we 
have used our ingenuity to build worse societies – like the Axis powers in the last war, and 
the Communists after it.

For most of us, some “doubting” goes with believing. Just as in a marriage, people 
must work through their problems, and come out stronger and more loving, so in our faith-
life, regular (and natural) doubts are part of our on-going relationship with God. We are not 
copying St Thomas’ denial of Jesus’ Resurrection; we are simply experiencing the natural 
worries and concerns about our commitment to a mysterious and all-powerful Being (God). A 
marriage that has no misunderstandings is hard to believe; this month’s glorious Spring 
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sunlight can cast dark shadows; in the same way, a religious faith without any sort of doubt or 
questioning is equally hard to imagine. 

***********

THIRD SUNDAY OF EASTER
26 April 2020

This weekend’s gospel has the fascinating story of Jesus (risen and unrecognised) 
catching up with, and walking alongside, two of the general group of his disciples on Easter 
Sunday afternoon on the way to Emmaus. 

There is a famous story of how another group of men on a walk had a similar (and 
rather uncanny) experience. It happened in 1916, at the chaotic end of Ernest Shackleton’s 
expedition to cross Antarctica via the South Pole.  They had set sail just as the first world war 
was starting. As they approached the Antarctic continent in late 1914, (remember that in the 
southern latitudes midwinter is in June, and midsummer is in December), they ran into 
unexpectedly heavy ice, and their ship got stuck. They were in that ice for months, and 
eventually the ship began to break up, so they took to the three lifeboats and made for an 
uninhabited island. The only hope of rescue was for Shackleton and five others to sail across 
800 miles of stormy ocean to South Georgia, a British island where there was a whaling 
station. That crossing was one of the epic voyages all time; they barely made it, but reached 
the ‘wrong’ side of South Georgia. Shackleton decided to leave the three weakest men where 
they landed; he and two others set off across about 80 miles of uncharted and snow-covered 
mountains to get to the whaling station at Stromness. They got there (just) and two strange 
things happened. First, they heard to their horror that the war wasn’t over; rather, millions 
were being killed. Second, all three admitted sheepishly that they had felt a strange presence 
with them on their walk over the island – a sort of “fourth man”. These weren’t especially 
religious men, but they experienced a weird, almost divine presence. They all knew that 
unless they succeeded, about 20 other men would perish;  God was with them.  

I hope that this story didn’t bore you! It’s a true account of what happened, and I think 
St Luke’s story of the road to Emmaus is also true. We are also on a hard “journey” - through 
the Covid-19 crisis. It will eventually end, but just now, we don’t know the “when” or the 
“how”, and that ignorance is part of our suffering and tension. That was how the disciples 
must have felt after Jesus’ execution; also, how Shackleton and his men felt on their awful 
journey.  In the gospel, Jesus told the two men on the road that God wanted the Messiah to 
undergo ordinary human suffering – in other words, journey alongside us – rather than be a 
glorious leader with few problems. As a priest, the worst bit of this for me is being cut off 
from parishioners – especially when they are ill or bereaved (we’ve had six deaths since the 
lockdown).                     

If you’re able to read this, it means you have access to the internet, and for that, we 
thank God (not to mention Bill Gates....) We will need to use this (and the social media) far 
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more in the future to preach the gospel message. Here are a few things to consider. First: 
please remember those with no internet link, and try to get some of this material to them. 
Second: being on-line is a poor substitute for coming together as a community to worship 
God and share his love in the Holy Eucharist - after all, our RC Church is a very sacramental 
religion. When the disciples got to Emmaus, Jesus shared a meal with them, and St Luke 
makes it clear that the meal represented the Mass or Holy Communion. Third: this year, the 
Easter season is in the midst of much suffering and isolation – but so was the original Easter. 
Jesus’ friends were in a state of sadness – almost despair – when he appeared, risen, to them. 
He gave them hope, but did not magic-away their problems. They would have to ‘soldier-on’ 
in a hostile world. He is with us now, in our faith and in our prayers, and will walk with us 
when we ask him. The problems won’t disappear as if by magic, but we know that his 
presence gives us hope. 

**************

FOURTH SUNDAY OF EASTER
GOOD SHEPHERD SUNDAY

3 May 2020
As mentioned elsewhere, the fourth Sunday of Easter is dedicated to Jesus as the 

“Good Shepherd”. To be fair, when you read this weekend’s gospel, as we’re in liturgical 
Year A, you notice that Jesus doesn’t call himself the “Good Shepherd” here, but the much 
less romantic title of “Gate of the Sheepfold”. What does he mean - a sort of divine bouncer?

This idea is not so daft. In the gospel, Jesus mentions that others try to get to the 
sheep for bad reasons – to kill or steal them. The true shepherd enters by the official gate, and 
in a big flock, there will be a gatekeeper to let him in. The spiritual meaning of this (I think) 
is that there can be many evil influences at work on the sheep – namely us. Some can be silly 
– like trusting in astrology; others can be more dangerous – like those corrupting the young 
with porn, drugs, the blitz of anti-religious messages, etc. We are kidding ourselves, if we 
don’t realize just how big and effective these influences are. They have always been around, 
but, just as the internet lets you read material like this, and get live-streamed Masses into 
your homes, so it also allows corrupting material, porn, etc on to the phones of teenagers, and 
others, too.  It’s a major problem.

What can we do about it? At a local level, not a great deal, I’m afraid. As members of 
the Church, we must examine ourselves, to see how far we allow Jesus to be our “gate” – or 
guide. Also in St John’s Gospel, Jesus talks about himself as “the Way, the Truth and the 
Life”. I suggest that comparing himself to a gate is like calling himself the “Way” – meaning 
a source of inspiration and information – a person to copy. If we are honest, we know that 
Jesus should be our “way”, or ‘gate’, guide. It’s all too easy to criticize young people when 
they ‘go off the rails’ – but how often do we allow other, nastier influences to have an effect 
on us? Do we fall prey to our own weaknesses, things which can also take us away from 
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Jesus?  When I read the colour supplements in the weekend ‘posh’ papers, I feel bombarded 
with suggested lifestyles that come across as normal and attractive – when in fact they are 
materialistic and immoral. Many of us fall for these influences.

There are many good influences (or ‘gates’) in our lives: family, friends, teachers – 
even clergy! But for Christians, none of these can match Jesus Christ. He was a man like us 
in all things but sin – and also truly God. His death on the cross, followed by resurrection, 
offers us a chance to share in his divine life. We don’t always feel that, but, by faith, we know 
it’s true. Due to the presence of the Holy Spirit in our personal prayer-life, and in the Church 
as a whole, we become part of Jesus’ life with the Father. That’s why the suspension of our 
public worship hits so many people so hard. In sacraments like the Mass, we are caught-up in 
Jesus’ act of redemption – a sacrifice of love. At times of crisis, this gives many people a 
great comfort – for instance, when a loved one has died. I feel for the bereaved families in 
our parish just now – a Requiem (or Funeral) Mass does not take away the pain of loss, but it 
usually offers huge spiritual comfort. In services like that, Jesus “lets us in” to his love for his 
Father – like the gate giving good people access to the sheepfold.

In the other two liturgical years – B and C – this weekend’s gospel has Jesus calling 
himself the ‘Good Shepherd’ directly. As I said at the start, this year’s title ‘Gate of the 
Sheepfold’ is much less exotic or romantic. On the other hand, in a time of difficulty like this, 
with the future so uncertain, perhaps we need to less romantic and more practical. Our society 
and its leaders need some source of guidance for where to go next, and how to get there. Let’s 
ask Jesus for help and inspiration – to be the ‘gate’ that lets us into a better future.

*************

FIFTH SUNDAY OF EASTER
10 May 2020

“MANY ROOMS IN MY FATHER’S HOUSE”

This is one of Jesus’s phrases that is best known – and hardest to interpret. This 
Sunday’s gospel is taken from the long talks Jesus gave at the Last Supper, just before his 
arrest. Bible editors call these the “farewell discourses” – in effect, a sort of long goodbye.  
He had warned the disciples of his betrayal and arrest, and they were very upset – they 
(especially Peter) still couldn’t grasp that he had to suffer as part of God’s plan. This gospel 
passage follows that shock. 

He told them that their hearts shouldn’t be ‘troubled’ – ie horrified by the thought of 
his arrest and death – instead, they needed to trust in God and in Jesus himself. That was 
easier said than done. Then came the idea of the ‘rooms in his Father’s house’. It’s hard to 
make clear sense of this. To Jews, of course, the ‘Father’s House’ was the Jerusalem temple – 
but with Jesus about to be the new sacrifice, its days were numbered. Early Christians felt the 
phrase meant life after death with God in Heaven, and that Jesus was promising them a place 

10



in Paradise. That’s certainly possible, and makes sense, in view of what he said next – he 
would come back, to take them to Heaven with him. 

Another idea is to see it as Jesus’ presence in the Church after his death & 
resurrection. St Paul saw the Church as God’s house, with Jesus as its head, and we as the 
body. In that sense, there are many ways of being spiritually part of God’s household – of 
serving Christ as our head. We are all part of that same household – even if some of us are 
not linked sacramentally with it as much as we could be, or should be. 

The other famous phrase in this weekend’s gospel is when Jesus calls himself “the 
Way, the Truth and the Life”.  This was to answer a question about where Jesus was going. 
(The penny still hadn’t dropped!)  Note the capital letters – these aren’t just descriptions of 
Jesus – they were how he saw himself in relation to us. He is the WAY: our source of 
information, and guide to the direction of travel; the TRUTH: the guaranteed and reliable 
showing of God’s revelation to us, because he is God’s eternal Word made Flesh; the LIFE: 
what he shared with his Father as God, he will also share with us – so we can become one 
with (but not equal to) God. No other religion could offer that.

Philip still wasn’t satisfied – he wanted physical proof (don’t we, too, at times?). Jesus 
replied by saying Philip needed faith to accept that Jesus and the Father shared a common 
divine life, so that what Jesus did and said was actually the Father at work through Jesus. 
Anyone who had faith could carry on Jesus’s work after he had left.

Complicated, isn’t it? If you’ve read this far, without switching off, well done! St 
John’s real point in this gospel passage is that Jesus death & resurrection changed everything 
about our relationship with God. The Old Testament obsession with the Jerusalem Temple, 
and with our human successes (and failures) were effectively cancelled out. Jesus changed all 
that, for a new scheme. What was needed was our faith, and with that, a will to serve God and 
each other in love, copying Jesus himself. That done, we’re promised a place in God “house”, 
even if we’re not perfect. To me, that offers real hope, so let’s keep our spirits up!

****************

SIXTH SUNDAY OF EASTER
17 May 2020 

If our faith is so marvellous, why isn’t religion more popular?
Have your answer ready for people who ask you the reasons for the hope that you all have. 

This is what St Peter tells us in this Sunday’s middle reading.  This is easier said than done, 
especially in the middle of a national emergency, but we have always been encouraged to 
share our faith with those around us. 

In the weeks after Easter, the readings at Mass stress two points: (1) what we believe 
about Jesus’ risen life and why we believe it; (2) keeping in touch with him and each other by 
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our spiritual life – praying, the sacraments, and so on.  The 2nd of these two is harder just 
now (through the virus), but at least we can still pray, and use technology to keep in touch – 
for example, through this website. But the 1st idea (what we believe and why) is what St 
Peter is talking about in that middle reading.

For most of us, faith in Christ and his Church comes from the family into which we 
are born. It’s nourished by school (especially at primary level) and by the life of a parish. 
This is why bad experiences at school or in a parish can wreck someone’s faith for the rest of 
their lives.  I bet several of you reading this will have had your faith risked or threatened by 
what some teachers or priests have said or done. Having been the last priest-teacher in the 
diocese, I’m very conscious of that risk as I look back on my teaching days in the 1970’s and 
1980’s.  But since then, the child-abuse scandal has taken this problem to whole new depths, 
and the damage done to the faith has between immense. On the other hand, some young 
people have their faith strengthened by people they’ve met in schools and parishes, so it can 
work both ways. 

Apart from family, parish and school influences, we also need some intellectual 
conviction in our own minds. The faith has to ‘make sense’ to us – in other words, not seem 
silly, childish, or pointless. Sometimes, like in any relationship, when life is difficult, we must 
take things on blind trust. For example, faced with illness, family splits, financial problems or 
bereavement, we can’t reason things out – we must simply see the problem as our share in 
Jesus’ cross, and trust that better times will follow. I think all of us mature adults will have 
been through times like that.

What St Peter wants us to do is not to be shy in explaining to others what we believe. 
In the UK, there’s a sort of natural embarrassment in discussing politics or religion – it’s “just 
not done” to mention these things. But, to be blunt, unless parents (especially practising ones) 
try to interest their children in the faith, then religion will die out. Our society is already very 
secular, and there are many who would like to use the current lockdown to put all religion out 
of public life for good. St Peter asks us to be brave in facing up to attacks on our faith – 
brave, but also courteous, so that our arguments will have more effect. A person who explains 
things calmly and in a friendly way will have far more influence that someone who rants and 
shouts. 

In the end, faith is ‘caught, not taught’, as the old phrase goes. It’s ultimately a gift 
from God, but one that we can use our free will to reject. I mention this aspect in my 
paragraph on the front page of the bulletin. Many in our society feel that being “religious” 
would embarrass them. They would lose their ‘street-cred’ if they were seen to go to Mass, 
although they are attracted to the Church’s social teaching and practical help. They might 
have a personal faith in Jesus, but don’t see why this should result in sharing public worship.  
This is very much a problem in Western Europe, Australia and Canada, but much less so in 
Asia, Africa, Eastern Europe and the USA. It’s the position of many of our high-school 
students today, and it’s why our religion is less popular - hence the title-question at the top of 
this piece. 
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There’s no easy answer to this. If you’re reading this as the parent of a 
teenager, or as a high-school student yourself, please make some suggestions! We need to try 
to engage families more with the parish, especially via social media. That said, the problem 
isn’t just  here in North Gosforth; it’s in all our society.  Come, O Holy Spirit...inspire us to 
do the right thing!

********************

THE ASCENSION 
21 May 2020

Where can we find Jesus now?

Here’s a daft-sounding question: is there a link between an unlit Paschal (big Easter) 

candle and Durham Cathedral? Actually, it’s not as silly as it may sound! During the 
Ascension Day Mass, there is an old tradition that, at the start of the Creed, the flame of the 
Paschal candle is extinguished. Why?  What does it mean? An ancient (and rather corny, if 
truth be told) story goes like this. God wanted to hide from us his “most treasured 
possession” - the image of Himself in his Son, Jesus. He asked three wise persons (not men!) 
their advice. Wise Person One said: “Hide it on the highest mountain.”  God could foresee 
mountaineers, so he said: “No, one day they’ll get there.” Wise Person Two said: “Try the 
deepest part of the ocean.” God could foresee submarines and sea-bed probes, so he said: 
“No. They’ll get there as well.” Wise Person Three said: “What about the dark side of the 
moon?” God could foresee space travel, so he said: “No. They’ll even get there. I know 
where to hide it – a place they’ll never think of looking – the human heart.”  (I did warn you 
that it was corny...)

We don’t often look into ourselves, and our western culture is often afraid of serious 
self-examination.  God’s light, or image, or presence, or Divine Word – all meaning his 
Beloved Son - is present in a real, but non-physical way, in our very selves. St Augustine 
wrote: “Jesus withdrew from our eyes (at the Ascension) so that we might return to our heart, 
and find him there”. In the fourth gospel, Jesus promised that when he went away, he would 
return, and (with the Holy Spirit at work) He and the Father would make their home in us. 
That’s the point of the big candle – the flame (Jesus’ risen presence) is put out, but the 
presence of Jesus if transferred to us. He’s there – here – in you and me, to be found.... if we 
would only look.

What does this mean in real life? Jesus’ presence in us can’t be detected physically, as 
people can detect the Covid-19 virus in us with the scientific tests now being carried out. His 
presence, like all religious matters, comes down to faith. But just because we don’t always 
‘feel’ that presence (like feeling the symptoms of the corona-virus), it doesn’t mean that it’s 
not there. We believe that, as all-powerful God, Jesus can dwell in us both as individuals, and 
as members of his ‘Body’ – the Church. As I noted last week, on Ascension Day the apostles 
realized (from the way Jesus left them) that from then on his presence with them would be 
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spiritual – in the faith of each person individually, and in the faith-life of the whole 
community. The two go together: we need to have some individual faith, but that is both 
promoted and boosted by what the church community does for us at a public level, such as 
preaching & teaching, and offering Jesus’ presence in the sacraments. 

This isn’t all. Christians of all churches have felt the need to express their faith in 
Jesus’ presence by the quality of buildings, works of art, music, and so on. In the Middle 
Ages, the technology and mathematics of the time allowed them to build magnificent 
cathedrals (like Durham on its peninsular – from the train, it’s one of the finest sights in 
Europe) and parish churches. They were stating in a public act of witness their faith that Jesus 
was present, both in the community and in each of the people there. We are lucky in Sacred 
Heart parish to have one of the finest buildings in the diocese, set in beautiful grounds. This 
doesn’t mean that buildings are more important than people, the sacraments or the gospel 
message, but it is a very human experience that beauty can help devotion and worship, and 
mess and ugliness can hinder it.

On this year’s very odd Ascension feast, we think of Jesus’ hidden presence in our 
selves, and in the church community. Just now, we can’t come together communally to 
celebrate, but we can join in worship on-line like this. Jesus is with us – you, me, each one of 
us – not physically, to force us to accept him  - but spiritually, to call us to love and service. 
In ten days’ time, we celebrate Pentecost, when the Holy Spirit made a reality what the 
apostles waited for in hope. This year, “reality” for us is on hold, but the hope is still there. 
May better times come soon! Come, O Holy Spirit, fill the hearts of thy faithful...                                    

Fr Jim

**********************

SEVENTH SUNDAY OF EASTER
Sunday after Ascension Thursday

24 May 2020
ROOMS, PLACES AND BUILDINGS WE REMEMBER:                                                          

“When they reached the city, they went to the upper room, where they were 
staying.” 

As we grow older, we sometimes think about the places that mattered to us in the past. 
It could be our old family living room or lounge; the bedroom in which we grew up; parts of 
the school we attended; a holiday destination; a favourite place when courting; the spot where 
the marriage question was ‘popped’; and so on. In my own case, as a priest, I can think of the 
old, now-demolished Church of St Aidan at Willington Quay, where I served Mass, and was 
ordained in 1971. That area is now unrecognizable; in those days it was an area of old houses 
and industry, still with gas-lit streets! Another place some of you may remember was the 
upstairs chapel in St Cuthbert’s Grammar (later High) School. In my school days, it had a 
certain smell (from the polish) and old-style lights. But enough of my boring memories!
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I’ve described all this because the room mentioned above, in the quotation from this 
weekend’s first reading, had a similar place in the life of the infant Church. It was the Upper 
Room in Jerusalem. A tradition (which is nice, of not necessarily accurate!) said that the room 
belonged to St Mark’s mother, and that he was a teenage follower of Jesus. Six and a half 
weeks before this weekend, that room had witnesed the Last Supper, with the washing of the 
feet; the meal itself, and Judas’ departure to betray Jesus. Later that night, most disciples 
returned there, like scared rabbits, after Jesus’ arrest. Three days later, the ‘dead’ Jesus 
appeared to them and gave them proof of the resurrection, and the command to go out to 
evangelise. A week after that, Thomas had his ‘doubts’ settled, when Jesus offered him 
physical proof. They hadn’t ‘camped out’ in the room: the gospels say that they returned to 
Galilee for a time (just to go fishing and earn money, if for no other reason). However, it was 
their base in Jerusalem; their place of safety; their comfort zone.

This weekend in the Church Year, we think of what those people in that room already 
had, and what they still needed. I suggest they had experience and needed inspiration.  They 
had experienced incredible things with Jesus, in his public life and after his death; he had 
offered them power and authority. What they lacked at this moment was inspiration – the 
motivation and power to share their experiences with the people outside. (That would come 
the next weekend, at Pentecost.)  Most years, we think about those things before Pentecost; 
this year, I feel, we must think about them more than ever.

At the moment, as a church, we are, in one way, like the people in that upper room; 
unsure of the future, a bit nervous, and uncertain as to what exactly to do next. Obviously, we 
(like them) have experience: in our case, 2000 years of church history! Here at Sacred Heart, 
we have an old (pre-World War I) RC parish that has long been part of the public life of the 
Gosforth & Wideopen areas; we have parish traditions, and lots of practice in involving 
families in the faith, and so on.  This is not disputed, because it’s part of our history. But, like 
those in the upper room, there is still uncertainty – in our 2020 case, as what will happen 
when the lock-down eases. 

I think we need to pray for the Holy Spirit’s inspiration in the weeks ahead. Since the 
lock-down, many have adapted to getting their religious experience on-line – through 
websites like ours, live-streaming of services, and the social media. There’s no going back on 
this, and we and other parishes must take it forward. On the other hand, there are still many 
(mainly older) people with no internet access, and we must think of them too. Also, there is 
no substitute, either in church law, or in community life, for sharing properly in a Mass in the 
parish church itself. But, questions arise: how many will we be allowed to have, through 
social distancing? How many will want to risk coming back? How many will have got out of 
the habit of church-going, and not want to return? The simple answers are: I don’t know, and 
no-one else does, either.

These are our very 2020-ish equivalents to the fears of those in that upper room. Let 
us pray for the Holy Spirit to guide us in the weeks ahead. Some big decisions will have to be 
made by the diocese, and will need inspiration from on high! Personally, it has taught me to 
value, even more than I did already, the superb contribution made by so many parishioners to 
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our work together. That is definitely the inspiration of the Holy Spirit, and is the pattern for 
the future. “Send forth your Spirit, O Lord, and renew the face of the earth...” 

****************

PENTECOST DAY
31 May 2020

Why are you reading this?

Letter-writers in my daily paper have been discussing the return of football, arguing 
as to how safe, desirable, important the game is. One writer last week quoted Pope St John 
Paul II (a good goal-keeper in his youth), who said: “Of all the non-important things in life, 
football is the most important.”  I think that what he was getting at was that for sports fans, 
football raises a sense of identity, community involvement, passion and so on. It leads to 
emotional highs and lows, tapping into some of our most basic human instincts.

Why mention this in a piece about the coming of the Holy Spirit at Pentecost? 
Because the relationship we have with the Church is in some ways like a fan’s relationship 
with a team or club he/she supports. There is an emotional bond, linked with some 
knowledge and beliefs about the team. What’s missing is the element of moral behaviour. 
Football (and other sports) fans (1) believe in their team; (2) “worship” in the sense of going 
to matches (or at least following the results!) -  two of the three elements of any religion. 
What is missing is the 3rd element: how this “belief” in the team affects their moral 
behaviour in ordinary life. All humans have their faults & weaknesses, but when religious 
people behave very badly, everyone wonders how real their faith has been. No-one says that 
about sports fans. When fans say on TV that “football is my religion”, I see what they mean, 
but in reality, it’s not true.

In this Sunday’s 2nd reading (from 1st Corinthians 12), St Paul talks about the 
difference the Holy Spirit makes to the church community as a whole, and to you and me as 
individuals.  First, being able to believe in Jesus as our “Lord” is itself a gift of the Holy 
Spirit. This has to be a personal thing, and it’s what happened to the people in Jerusalem 
when the apostles spoke to them on the day of Pentecost. After that, the Holy Spirit offers 
“gifts” to us to help us to do what God wants. Different people have different interests and 
abilities, but St Paul feels that the Holy Spirit helps us to use these for the sake of God’s 
whole community – the Church. Yes, we may all have different personalities, but the Holy 
Spirit harnesses these for the sake of everybody. This assumes we have good will and 
generosity –  traits not always found in partisan sports fans!

How far do feelings come into this? As I said above, there must be a ‘personal’ side to 
religious belief. As we grow into adult life, we become more aware of ourselves as 
individuals, with our own style, interests, abilities, and so on. It’s at this level that we begin to 
work out for ourselves the faith that we’ve grown up with in our family –  either it becomes 
part of who I am, or it falls away, sometimes (but not always) for good. Some personalities 
have a much more intense feeling about this than others. If that is in favour of religion, then 
all and good; if it’s against religion (and sadly, that’s a very common adolescent experience 
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these days), then it makes it unlikely that the person will willingly practise the faith. The 
Holy Spirit helps, encourages and nourishes religious faith, but doesn’t force it on to people. 
Again, in today’s first reading, just look at the crowd’s reaction to the apostles on Pentecost 
Day – many were convinced; others saw them as sad drunks.

The fact that you’re reading this on the parish website tells me that you have some 
interest in what faith means to our Sacred Heart community – otherwise, why would you 
want to read it? (Unless you’re absolutely desperate for something to do!) If you’re a regular, 
worshipping member of our parish, then that is the work of the Holy Spirit; if you’re just 
interested in what’s going on, then feel welcome – that’s how the Spirit starts to attract people 
to the life of faith. Sometimes, this leads to becoming part of the faith community; sometimes 
it doesn’t.  What I’m saying is that the Holy Spirit is at work, unheard, unseen, in the most 
intimate aspects of our lives. Its presence is everywhere, and it achieves its purpose of 
inspiring and motivating by many means – nearly all of them involving people like you and 
me meeting others.

At a huge level, the Roman Catholic Church, with its world-wide membership, carries 
on what the apostles started that day in Jerusalem. The “gift of tongues” nowadays is best 
seen at a televised Mass in St Peter’s Square in Rome: people of every race, nation and 
language all together. Prayers and readings are done in many different “tongues’ – languages, 
to help as many as possible follow it. Other Christian churches, too, do their share in Jesus’ 
work of evangelization. We are part of this vast throng of people. The Spirit makes it all 
“work” – but that same Spirit also has to start by inspiring faith at the grass-root level - in 
individuals, just like you and me. Happy birthday, Church!        

Fr Jim Dunne.

******************

THE HOLY TRINITY 

7 June 2020
Should this be studied in an RE or in a geometry lesson?

When I was a student, the Holy Trinity was one of the hardest (and to be honest, if 
shocking!) most boring bits of the syllabus.   The idea of God being both three and one at the 
same time (like the shape of a triangle in school geometry) struck us as very odd, and (again, 
to be honest) many asked what the point was, of much of the discussion. I have learned better 
since those days in Ushaw class-rooms in the 1960’s! The first centuries of the history of the 
Church were spent hammering out the doctrines of the Trinity, then they turned to the two 
natures of Jesus – God and man.

I have no intention here of rehashing my lecture-notes and essays of more than 50 
years ago, but the Holy Trinity is the most basic belief we have in our religion. The Old 
Testament shows how people came to understand gradually that there was only one God, so 
that by Jesus’ time, all Jews accepted mono-theism (‘one-god-ness’). Later, the New 
Testament reveals Jesus as being the “Son” of this one God, then the Holy Spirit being sent 
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into the world by the “Father” and the “Son”.  I put the words in inverted commas to show 
that when we say “Father” and “Son” here, we can’t mean exactly the same as when we talk 
about the physical relation of father & son in our families.  God isn’t the same as us, so using 
ordinary language about God can’t be done literally.  It’s the nearest we’ve got to 
understanding God, but it’s far short of the reality. 

Is it worth trying? Yes, I’m sure of it, because it’s the basis of what makes us 
Christian. In this Sunday’s readings, the first (from Exodus 34) shows us Moses, having his 
awesome divine vision, calling to God: “Lord, Lord, a God of tenderness and compassion, 
slow to anger, rich in kindness”. In the second reading, St Paul ends his 2nd Letter to the 
Corinthians with the famous “Grace” prayer: “The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, the love of 
God, and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.” In the gospel (John 3:16-18), the 
writer quotes Jesus saying about himself: “God sent his Son into the world, not to condemn 
the world, but so that through him, the world might be saved.” 

I think those three pieces sum up our faith (and hope for the future) in a nutshell. God 
is not like us – utterly different, both in the ‘scary’ and comforting senses. The experience of 
Moses and the Israelites show an overpowering force that rescued them from slavery & 
genocide in Egypt, but also punished them (by the harsh standards then accepted in their 
culture) for their faults. This went on throughout the history of the Old Testament. For St 
Paul, Jesus offered a new revelation of God as “Father” – forgiving, reconciling and offering 
us eternal life with his risen Son. St John’s gospel, written (or at least inspired) by the 
youngest apostle about 70 years after Jesus lived on earth, offers a long-term view of what 
Jesus meant to human salvation. The bit I quoted from this Sundays’ piece shows that. The 
purpose of our faith in Jesus is to offer hope, salvation and the happiness these can bring. 

If we feel we belong in community – family, friendship groups, the parish, the whole 
Church, etc, it’s because the New Testament shows that God is “itself” a community, of 
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. Not three separate gods, but a sort of “family” (careful – not 
exactly like our families here!) of three “persons”, who love each other, have existed from all 
eternity, and who act towards us humans in common. The Jesus who walked on earth is the 
eternal “Word” (or “Wisdom”, in the Old Testament) of God the Father; He became flesh, 
without ceasing to be God. All this was done by the power of the Spirit, who is seen as the 
love between Father and Son. It’s interesting (and important) that early Christian writers saw 
the family life of God – the Holy Trinity – as feminine. In classical languages, the Trinity was 
a feminine word  – in Latin, “Holy Trinity, one God” was written as Sancta Trinitas, unus 
Deus. (As folks on the banks of the Tyne might say:  “Mind, ye canna beat Gosforth for 
Kulcha”... )  

Joking and student memories apart, the Holy Trinity is the heart of what we believe 
about the supernatural world. It’s not some madcap spook, (like that daft American TV show 
Buffy the Vampire-slayer!) nor a dead bit of ancient classical study. What we believe-in is a 
dynamic force, always creating, always influencing, and always loving. Because God is a sort 
of family of love within him/her/it/self, this love is shared with us in our church community 
and in our personal faith. Testing times like these, which have always happened, do try our 
patience and our faith. But that same Holy Trinity isn’t a distant, uninvolved force; its second 
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person, Jesus, the Word made flesh, came to share all our problems, and is still with us now. 
If you want a model (however imperfect the comparison) of God’s love within himself, and 
outwards towards us, look at a loving family near to you. We humans are in God’s image and 
likeness, and that means that God’s own family life is reflected (however) faintly in our own 
homes. 

Fr Jim

***********

CORPUS CHRISTI
14 JUNE 2020

Strange memories & deep emotions
My most memorable feast-day of Corpus Christi was in June, 1966. Aged 18, I was in the 
first year of the senior section (called ‘Divines’) at Ushaw College. For some reason, I had 
been told that I was to do one of the readings at the service of Matins (now renamed The 
Office of Readings). So what? You may ask! Well, in those days, lay people did not read at 
Mass or at any other big event; the readings were sung in Latin – and the whole college, 
about 350 students, aged 11-24, would be there. I don’t think I have ever been so nervous – 
before or since.  The service involved lots of psalms sung in Latin, and 3 long readings, each 
divided into 3 smaller sections. Mine was the middle bit of the middle reading. For students 
like me, the waiting for my moment to arrive was sheer torture. Then I had to go to the 
lectern, sing my piece as best I could, then return to my place. The relief afterwards was 
fantastic!  When the breviary was revised in the 1970’s, that middle reading was kept, and it 
now forms the 2nd reading in the Office of Readings for Corpus Christi / Body & Blood of 
Christ.

I’ve shared this memory with you, not just to fill in space (well....), but to show how 
we were trained to take this feast seriously. At Ushaw, the whole day was given over to 
special services, because, as future Catholic priests, the Holy Eucharist would be at the centre 
of our lives. To be honest, in that old-style RC Church, it was also vital to the lives of many 
practising Catholics, like my parents. Simple people of deep faith, Mass & Communion was 
one of the spiritual ‘props’ on which their lives were based. Whatever the rights & wrongs of 
the modern liturgy, that deep attachment to the Mass seems to have dis-appeared from most 
people aged under 60 – and from many older people, too.

Does it matter? Yes, I think it does. To return to that day of my teenage nerves 54 
years ago, the text I had to sing was from a sermon of St Thomas Aquinas, which read: ‘How 
wonderful is this banquet, which brings us salvation and is full of delight! What could be 
more precious? It is not the meat of animals that is offered, as happened in the Old 
Testament; at this meal Christ, the true God, is set before us to eat. No sacrament contributes 
more to our salvation than this; for it purges away our sins, increases our virtues and fills our 
minds with all the spiritual gifts. It is offered in the Church for the living and the dead, so that 
it may be beneficial to all, as it was instituted for the salvation of all.’
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Despite the formal language of that medieval sermon (now imagine it in Latin!), you 
get the gist of what he means. If Baptism is the most important and basic of the sacraments, 
the Holy Eucharist is the most intimate, because it lets you and me, as earth-bound and 
morally weak human beings, share Jesus’ divine life with his Father and the Holy Spirit. It 
has the shape & format of a meal (it came from the Last Supper) but it also has the purpose of 
a sacrifice, as it is linked with Jesus’ offering of himself on the cross. At Communion, we 
“eat” the Body of Christ - not in a crude, cannibalistic sense, but spiritually. Jesus promised 
us (John 6:55): “My flesh is real food and my blood is real drink”.  Our Church (like St Paul 
in 1 Cor 11:27) interprets this as meaning a true, but not physical, presence of Jesus. When 
we receive Communion, we are joined to his presence as if we were in the same room with 
him – a loving, intimate bond. Yes, faith is needed for this, but once it is experienced, no 
other religion can offer us so close a union with the divine. 

During this ghastly lock-down, we have been unable to share the Eucharist together. 
I’ve been saying Mass each day (for your intentions, as shown in the bulletin); but without 
anyone else there, it does not feel right. Comm-union means what it says – “together-as-one”. 
The sooner we can share it, the better. I appreciate the live-streamed Masses on the internet 
(and I congratulate our neighbouring parishes on what they’ve done), but it’s not the same as 
sharing bodily in a Mass. Sacraments have a physical element to them – things we hear, 
touch, smell, eat/drink – and they use our senses as well as our minds to make Jesus present 
to us. As humans, we need this ‘tactile’ bit as well as the spiritual. I hope and pray that when 
we can do public services again, people will come back to Mass. I fear that our Church may 
be different from what it was just 3 months ago, so all I can do is to ask you who read this to 
encourage as many as possible to re-connect with Jesus in this wonderful sacrament.    

Fr Jim

************

THE SACRED HEART
19 June 2020

I’m sure that some non-Catholics who visit our parish church, or who come across the 
title “Sacred Heart”, must wonder what the devotion is all about. Why not a “sacred kidney” 
or a “sacred toe”?   Why pick Jesus’ heart to be sacred or special? This popular RC devotion, 
so familiar to us, in its present form goes back to a series of visions by the French nun St 
Margaret Mary Alacoque at her convent in Paray-le-Monial, in 1675. She had a sense that 
Jesus felt the world to be growing cold, so this devotion, with its deep human emotional pull, 
would help to counter that coldness. She took advice from her spiritual director, the priest St 
Claude de la Colombiere, and he undertook to spread the devotion in the Church, starting, 
obviously, in France. Bit-by-bit, the Church accepted it, and within 200 years, it became a 
major feast throughout the entire RC Church. It still is.

But St Margaret Mary did not ‘invent’ this devotion from nothing. St John’s Gospel 
(19:31-37) describes the crude actions of the soldiers at Calvary, to make sure that the three 
crucified men were dead. The two thieves had their legs broken, so that they couldn’t haul 
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themselves up to breathe; Jesus was already dead, so instead, a soldier put a lance up his side 
into the heart, from which “there came out blood and water”. The spiritual meaning of this 
was not lost on people: the heart has always been seen (in poetry, if not biology) as the 
symbol of human energy, effort – and love. The-Son-of-God-made-man gave his life on the 
cross for love of us; this was symbolised above all by the “broken” or pierced heart. St 
Margaret Mary, and those who followed her, developed this idea into a full devotion, with 
prayers and images (especially the famous pictures & statues) to get the message across in a 
vivid way. The whole theology of the Sacred Heart is a celebration of the humanity of Jesus – 
both his body and his personality – which was sacrificed for us.

The Feast of the Sacred Heart uses the same 3-year cycle of readings as do the 
Sundays, so this Friday is Year ‘A’. The readings this year don’t actually mention Jesus’ 
crucifixion (when the heart was pierced), but they discuss what the event means for our faith 
and religious life. The first reading is from the Old Testament, but, in all honesty, it is the 
second reading (1st Letter of John 4:7-16) and the gospel (Matthew 11:25-30) that really give 
us the whole point of our devotion to the Sacred Heart.

The reading from St John’s Letter is about love. This deepest of all our emotions 
comes from God, because God loved us first: he IS love. Without love, we can never know 
God. St John shows that what “proves” God’s love for us was the sending of his Son into our 
world, to share our human life in all things but sin, and to be a sacrifice (on Calvary) that 
offers us life and forgiveness.  What’s more, even though God is invisible, love means that 
God lives in us, and his “love is complete in us”. St John mentions the life of the Holy Trinity 
(Father Son & Spirit) being present in us when we share their love.

This Friday’s gospel may seem a bit strange – it’s not the crucifixion, but Jesus’ 
prayer to his Father and his invitation to us. The prayer shows Jesus thanking the Father for 
what real religion is all about: not clever, academic argument, but accepting things like 
children. He doesn’t mean that we need to be ‘childish’ (silly & naive), but child-like 
(humble & willing to trust). In another context, he said “Blessed are the poor in spirit” and 
that’s what he means here. Faith is a real gift, and we can’t argue our way into it; Jesus can 
call us to it, and with the right frame of mind, we can accept it, and come to know Him and 
the Father.

Then Jesus makes his famous appeal: “Come to me, all you who labour and are 
overburdened, and I will give you rest. Learn from me, for I am gentle and humble in heart, 
and you will find rest for your souls. Yes; my yoke is easy, and my burden light.” This is what 
the devotion to the Sacred Heart is all about. Jesus wants us to find rest, comfort and spiritual 
healing. As a fellow human being (but gentle and humble of heart), Jesus offers us a share in 
his other ‘side’ – the life of God. Yes, there is a service to be done (he calls it his “yoke” and 
“burden”), but it is easy and light, in relation to the peace of mind that it brings.  

Some of the old Sacred Heart hymns are very sentimental. One parish favourite 
includes these words: Sweet Heart of Jesus, make us pure and gentle / and teach us how to do 
thy blessed will; / to follow close the print of thy dear footsteps / and when we fall – sweet 
heart, oh love us still.  Not a bad summary of today’s gospel! 
Fr Jim Dunne
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12TH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR (A)
21 June 2020

This Monday: 
SS JOHN FISHER & THOMAS MORE
 Holy and brave – or – foolhardy and obstinate?

This Monday (22nd) sees the feast of the first two English martyrs of the Reformation 
era: the bishop John Fisher and the lawyer Thomas More. By the standards of the age, both 
were ‘elderly’ in 1535, the year of their execution: John Fisher was 66 and Thomas More 58. 
Both were highly-educated men: John Fisher, ex-Cambridge, was Bishop of Rochester; 
Thomas More, ex-Oxford, was Lord Chancellor of England. Why did they hold out, when so 
many others signed up for King Henry VIII’s policies?

I’m no historian, but we all know about Henry’s marital difficulty and his solution – 
the recent TV series Wolf Hall put it across very clearly and well. The question for both 
martyrs was the age-old one: do the ends (your solution to a problem) justify the means (the 
methods you use to get there)? At the time, many appreciated Henry’s problems – the need 
for a legitimate male heir, to spare the country future chaos; the need for money, to save the 
nation’s treasury (sounds familiar?) In both areas, Henry saw the answer in defying the 
Church.  

For many years, Henry had been an articulate and strong defender of the Catholic 
Church – in fact, so much so, that the Pope had given him the title ‘Fidei Difensor’ (Defender 
of the Faith) a title all later monarchs kept, despite the Reformation! Even now, our coins 
carry the abbreviation ‘Fid Def’ near the Queen’s head. But at a lower level, the Church did 
have problems – especially with the lives of local priests and bishops. Some priests were 
uneducated, barely able to perform the Mass in the Latin, much less understand it; their 
morality often left a lot to be desired. Bishops were permitted to be absentee landlords from 
their dioceses, with little pastoral involvement. The Church seemed arrogant and harsh to 
those who questioned the status quo, especially the non-availability of the Bible in English. 
(Wolf Hall made Thomas More out to be a bigoted and cruel Lord Chancellor, perhaps quite 
unfairly.) Most agreed there needed to be some changes, although few thought the Church 
rotten through.

As you know, what brought the matter to a head was the Act of Supremacy, where the 
King made himself “Head” of the Church – turning it into “The Church OF England” rather 
than “The Church IN England” – effectively nationalizing it. This would allow Henry to sort 
out his marriage/divorce/new wife arrangements for himself, and later, to seize the assets of 
the large and wealthy monasteries. Most of the senior people signed up for it, however 
reluctantly. – but not John Fisher & Thomas More. 

Why did they hold out? Thomas More in particular had been a great friend of the 
King, and Henry was shocked at his attitude. This is where the words “foolhardy” and 
“obstinate” in the title come from. Most of the bishops, experienced and worldly men, did not 
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realize that Henry’s policy would alter totally the future nature of Christendom in this 
country. Thus, they thought that Bishop John Fisher was being simply pig-headed in his 
opposition to the king, and foolishly risking his own neck. The same was said about Thomas 
More in legal circles – it was a fine line between being principled and being obstinate.

Why couldn’t they just sign on the dotted line and not mean it? This is where their 
personal holiness came in. They felt that this diplomatic fudge was really sleight of hand – a 
public lie. They took to heart the situation of Jeremiah in this Sundays’ Mass reading, and of 
Jesus’ message in the gospel. In other words, what they signed had to be a public witness to 
what they truly believed. (‘Martyr’ really means ‘witness’.) King Henry knew that most 
bishops & lawyers didn’t believe in what he was doing – they went along with it to save their 
jobs and their lives. He didn’t mind that, as long as he got his legislation through, and this is 
where the bravery of John Fisher & Thomas More shines out. At their top level of society, 
they were shunned by those who (a) said they were obstinate; but (b) secretly felt they were 
morally right.   

In these ecumenical days, should we still celebrate their role in those controversies of 
nearly 500 years ago? I think so, because we must always seek out and celebrate the truth. In 
turn, we Catholics must respect & admire the Protestant martyrs of the ghastly (but short) 
reign of “Bloody Mary” – Henry’s Catholic daughter who tried to suppress by force the 
changes that had been made. Hundreds of sincere Protestants were burned alive. The only 
answer to all this is to search for truth, but do so, while valuing and respecting those who 
reach different conclusions from us. We are God’s Children, and no-one has a monopoly of 
the truth. We’re all on a journey. 

 Fr Jim

************

SAINTS PETER & PAUL  

28 June 2020
 One lost wall and two big basilicas....

About 1,850 years ago, the City of Rome council decided to build a boundary wall. 
Like all things Roman, it was to be long and straight, running alongside a necropolis, or 
cemetery. On the way up a hill, the builders came across a pauper’s grave (too poor for the 
cemetery?), so they sliced through this, and continued with their wall. Soon, odd things 
happened.  Someone (a vandal?) cut a niche into the wall, and scribbled some graffiti on it. 
Later, other niches were added, and the graffiti turned out to be symbols used by a small, 
often-persecuted religious sect called ‘Christians’. The symbols were linked with what the 
Christians called ‘The Eucharist’.  Many years later, when the Christians were no longer 
persecuted, they built a church there, and the altar was exactly above the spot where the wall 
had cut through the pauper’s grave. More than a thousand years after that, the original church 
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was replaced by the  probably the biggest building in Christendom, with the altar in the same 
place.

You’ve probably guessed it. The ‘pauper’ was St Peter, who had been crucified (the 
Roman way of killing lower-class people) in a crackdown on the small Christian Church in 
AD65. The leader of at least one group, he had been singled out for execution. Two years 
later, another prominent Christian, St Paul, was killed – but that was across the city, on the 
road to Ostia, and by beheading, in respect of his upper-class status as a ‘Roman Citizen’. 
Later, a large church was built at his burial-spot also – St Paul’s outside the Walls. Very early 
in Christian history, both men had a common feast-day – June 29th. This date became part of 
the Christian calendar before Jesus’ birth-day came to be celebrated on December 25th. 

I don’t intend to repeat here what I wrote about these two on the front page of this 
weekend’s bulletin, but it’s worth thinking about what the two saints mean to us today. St 
Peter was seen as having the “power of the keys”, from Jesus’ words to him in today’s gospel 
(Matthew 16:13-19): “You are Peter, and on this rock I will build my Church....I will give you 
the keys of the Kingdom of heaven...” The idea of the “rock” was a play on words, as in many 
languages ‘peter’ is the word for ‘rock’ or ‘stone’. Simon Peter had just stated his faith in 
Jesus as the Messiah, for whom Israel had been waiting for ages. Jesus could see that his 
good points outweighed the obvious bad one, so he made him the effective leader of the 
group. As Catholics, we believe that this leadership role has been handed on by ordination to 
Peter’s successors as Bishops of Rome. The ‘keys of the Kingdom’ idea is that the whole 
Church, led by the Pope, interprets God’s will for us in important areas of faith & morals.

Very often, the issue at stake in dialogue between Christian churches is authority. The 
Reformation was partly caused by the misuse of this by the medieval popes, as well as the 
unscrupulous way of raising cash to pay for the new St Peter’s Basilica. Rightly understood, 
‘authority’ does not mean high-handed bossiness – ie. being ‘authoritarian’. What it should 
mean is being ‘authoritative’ – the way Jesus spoke and acted “with authority” in the gospels. 
This good sense of the word  means being seen to be competent, wise, kind and trustworthy. 
I’m sure that is the style of papal ministry that Pope Francis is trying to practise – perhaps to 
the discomfort of those who would like the church to be more ‘authoritarian’ in the bossy 
sense.    

Another aspect of the Church that needs to be copied – this time, from St Paul - is that 
of communicating the gospel. The Acts of Apostles and his letters show him as a man of 
amazing courage, enterprise and clarity. He would use any means available to him for getting 
the gospel across. He understood the mind of his hearers, and so adapted the message 
(without watering it down) to allow them to access it. (When in Athens, he used the language 
of the academics there to express what Jesus meant.) In one place, he wrote that he had made 
himself all things to all people, to win some, at any cost. I suspect in our modern society, 
that’s what we must do now. Young people just cannot understand the old Tyneside Catholic 
culture in which I (like many of you reading this) was born and grew up, with packed Sunday 
Masses and popular devotions. That’s gone - sadly, I think - so we need to express the Faith 
in ways that get through to people where they are, now. I’ve tried (with limited success!) to 
embrace new technology, and without it, the Church in this pandemic would have been 
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voiceless. I thank those parishioners who’ve allowed our messages to be put on-line in recent 
months. But it’s more than just the mechanics – the message itself, without being 
compromised, needs to be presented in a way that people will want to hear it. Given our 
secular society, this won’t be easy. But those brave people in the infant Christian Church 
faced similar problems and did not give up. Let’s celebrate this ancient and great feast of SS 
Peter & Paul, and remember that their lives were far removed from the great basilicas built in  
their honour centuries later. They had to work in a hostile culture, and at times, so do we.

*************

14TH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR (A)
5 JULY 2020
This Monday: 

SAINT MARIA GORETTI

An early “Me too” Martyr – or a silly, naive girl?

Maria Goretti’s sad, short story is easily told. She was born in 1890 at Ancona, a big 
town on the Adriatic (east) coast of Italy, into a poor peasant family. For some reason, they 
moved to the west coast, settling at Nettuno, near the later World War II landing-site at Anzio. 
She was popular and cheerful, as well as quite religious. Her father died when she was 10; the 
mother had to work to feed the family, so Maria looked after the home. When she was 12, in 
1902, a local teenage lad took a fancy to her, and began pestering her. She wasn’t interested. 
Eventually, he was overcome with lust, and threatened to kill if her if she wouldn’t let him 
have her. She resisted with all her power, but he went into a frenzy, and stabbed her 
repeatedly. She died the next day.

Unusually, Italy was a country that didn’t have the death penalty, so the young man 
was sentenced to life imprisonment. For the first eight years of his sentence, he was bitter and 
resentful (perhaps not realizing that in most other countries he would have been executed). 
Then, in 1910, he had a change of heart. He repented of his crime, and became an exemplary 
prisoner. He was released in 1929, judged to be safe to return to society. In 1937, he went to 
Mass and Communion with Maria’s elderly mother. The final twist was that he lived long 
enough to see Maria canonized by Pope Pius XII in 1950. 

What should we think of this story? In the old-style Church of my childhood, Maria 
was held up as an example of Catholic purity and piety – a martyr to the devil’s power over a 
lustful young man. But by the 1970’s, in a more permissive age, some felt that her death was 
unnecessary – if she’d given in to him and lost her virginity, that wouldn’t have been the end 
of the world. Lots of high-school girls were doing that in the 1970’s, so what would the 
problem have been?  

I’d like to make three points. The first is that Maria didn’t actually want to have sex 
with him; some may laugh at her old-style Catholic morality, but that was still her wish. The 
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modern “me-too” movement has brought to light the pressure even modern young women 
can feel to give in to men’s desires if they want to progress in a chosen career. Whatever 
‘liberal’ ideas people may have, the fact is that young women must have the freedom to 
consent to these things, without undue pressure. The modern cases in the USA courts about 
the bad behaviour of some film producers and directors (what caused the “me-too” movement 
to start up) show that the problem of male bullying of young women has not gone away. In 
that sense Maria Goretti was a martyr for this movement, more than a century before it 
started.

As a teenager, I (like many of you reading this on-line) grew up with the often heavy-
handed RC teaching that the slightest sexual activity was ‘mortal sin’, leading to eternal 
damnation.  (Maria Goretti would certainly have had the same upbringing.) My second point 
is this: is the world a better place with the opposite extreme?  In the 1960’s some politicians 
said: “The permissive society is the civilized society.” That was the mantra of Home 
Secretary Roy Jenkins when I was at Ushaw.  In some ways, he was right; but in others, the 
sexual free-for-all has wrecked family stability for many people, especially at the poorer end 
of society. Many of the problems from which children suffer are caused by dysfunctional 
family relationships. While this was not unknown in the past, it is at almost epidemic levels 
now. Many reading this in our parish area (around and north of Gosforth Park) will not have 
experienced the problem, but those who work with children in the ‘challenging’ parts of the 
region will be all too familiar with it. Religious immigrants from other cultures are often 
shocked at the collapse of family life in the UK. It’s as bad as that. I wouldn’t want to go 
back to the pre-1970 Catholic “everything is mortal sin” idea, but there must be a happy 
medium somewhere.

My third point? It’s about how we deal with serious offenders. Italy was very unusual 
in not having executed that young man. The fact was: he did repent, and made a fresh start 
after his sentence. Many would say that he should have been executed, but I can’t agree with 
that. Society must be protected from bad people, but there’s a difference between protection + 
fair punishment, and simple, crude revenge. Some criminals never acknowledge their guilt, 
and so can’t move on, but others do. How we treat them is a measure of civilization, and I 
think that, as Christians, we can’t just follow the lynch-mob.

St Maria Goretti is not so well known now. Many still see her life as a total waste, but 
I don’t agree. Although very young, and probably acting with instinct, she represents the need 
of many young people (especially girls) to be free to choose the right thing for them. In her 
witnessing to that right, she was a genuine martyr.   

 Fr Jim Dunne. 
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15TH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR (A)
12 JULY 2020

The Sower and the BBC: both are ‘broad-casters’!
We often forget that the word ‘broadcast’ (which we use for radio & TV) originally came 
from farmers scattering or throwing (‘casting’) seed over a wide area. This old (but wasteful) 
system is the background to the parable in this Sunday’s gospel. To do the job quickly, the 
sower scattered the seed everywhere, with very different results. As you can read (and easily 
imagine) a first batch ended up by the side of the path – rock-hard earth, where birds simply 
ate it. A second lot fell on rocky, thin soil; this grew quickly in the heat, but having no deep 
roots, it withered equally quickly. A third batch fell among thorns; it managed to grow, but 
eventually was choked. The final batch fell into good soil, and produced varying amounts  of 
wheat. But why did Jesus teach in parables like this, and not simply make his point by calling 
a spade ‘a spade’? 

In days of old, primary school children were often taught that a parable was “an 
earthly story with a heavenly meaning”. In other words, a down-to-earth, easy-to-remember 
story had a serious spiritual message behind it. Lots of rabbis in Jesus’ time taught in this 
way. Some of Jesus’ parables are fairly general (like the shepherd bringing back the lost 
sheep, and the woman sweeping the house for a lost coin). With these, you don’t bother too 
much with the detail – you just get the general idea from a very picturesque sentence. But the 
parable of the sower is different: each of the four bits has been given an exact and 
corresponding meaning. (The official term for this sort of parable is an allegory.) I must add 
that many scholars think that the explanation given in the gospel was probably added by the 
very early Church, rather than spoken by Jesus himself. (If he wanted to explain each point, 
why bother using the parable in the first place?)

The explanation relates to the “seed” being God’s Word – to old-fashioned Catholics, 
this could also be called “Grace”. The result that is achieved is what we would call “faith”. 
The different sorts of soil represent the different personalities of those who are offered the 
“word” or “grace”. It’s fairly simple. The first type is those who reject God’s offer out-of-
hand (hard ground, by the side of the path). The second type is those who unthinkingly accept 
everything; but they are shallow; the faith has no deep root; at the first sign of trouble, they 
fall away. The third type is more interesting: they do accept the word/grace; but they are also 
attracted by materialism / pleasure / other things. Over a period of time, these things ‘choke’ 
or kill-off the faith, and the people lose it. The fourth type is the people who accept the word/
grace, and let it develop, so that they produce a “harvest” – ie religious faith that has a a 
practical effect in their lives. But notice that they are not all the same: depending on 
personality, some are far more effective than others – but at least, they all achieve something.  

How does this parable relate to us? We all know people who reject any sort of religion 
out-of-hand (like the seed falling by the path, to be eaten by the birds). Next, what about the 
seed on thin, rocky soil? Jesus used parables to challenge us – to make us think (perhaps 
uncomfortably) about our lives and relationship with God. I don’t think Jesus wanted to put 

27



people off faith, but he didn’t want it to be TOO easy, either – remember that he warned us 
that we had to ‘carry the cross daily’ to follow him. I know that it’s not fashionable to say 
this, but there are many who want “religion” to be like a restaurant meal – served to them on 
a plate, with no effort or work on their part. If we read the New Testament, or spiritual writers 
down to our own times, we know it can’t be like that. Those who want “easy” religion get 
instant, shallow growth, followed by a quick end, when human problems arise – perhaps like 
the corona-virus?

I suggest that most who are likely to be reading this will come under the third and 
fourth sorts of “soil”. Lots of families will experience the faith being “choked”, especially in 
younger members, by modern life. Jesus’ explanation mentions “worries of this world and 
lure of riches” – these days, you could add “peer-group pressure”, especially for teenagers at 
high school. While many of them get involved in good works of real spiritual worth, they 
often find themselves urged not to practise sacramental religion. But there are also adults for 
whom the faith has become a chore: they get involved in many things – professional and 
social – that rule out religious practice. 

Finally, what about the “good soil”? For me, the most comforting thing is that Jesus 
accepts that we aren’t all the same. Some people achieve more than others, because of ability, 
commitment, and so on. But each one of us also has times in life when we achieve different 
amounts: we can go through good and bad patches – even in the same week!  Yes, we are still 
committed to being “good soil”, but our quality can vary with different situations, moods, 
health and age. As noted above, the main thing is that at least we try, and while we can’t 
always produce “a hundredfold”, thirtyfold is far better than nothing. Many of us who are 
getting older find that very reassuring.

 Fr Jim Dunne.

******************

16TH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR (A)
19 JULY 2020

Wheat & Weeds; Good & Bad: Why pray about it?

This weekend’s gospel is rather like last week’s: a rural parable with a deeply 
important spiritual meaning.  As in last week’s story, the long version has an allegorical 
point-by point explanation (where every single detail has a meaning) which most scholars 
think was added by early Christian preachers. The setting was familiar to farmers in times 
before modern chemicals: a field of wheat gets corrupted by an invasion of darnel (a sort of 
rye-grass weed - called ‘tares’ in other versions). The question then becomes:  what to do 
about it?

The parable says that the weeds were sown deliberately by the farmer’s enemy to 
wreck his harvest, and any attempt by the servants to pull the weeds out would also spoil the 
wheat. The only solution was to let wheat and weeds grow together till the harvest-time; at 
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that point the reapers could get the fully-grown weeds first, and burn them in a bonfire; then 
they could collect the wheat and store it in the barn.

The explanation (not printed-out here) is very precise: the farmer = Jesus; the field = 
the world; the wheat = good people; the darnel/weeds = bad people; the enemy = the devil; 
the harvest = the end of the world; the reapers = the angels; the fire = hell; the barn = heaven. 
(As that blasted meerkat in the TV ads would say: “Simple, eh?”)

Yes, that is fairly simple, but the situation behind the parable is anything but. 
Religious people down the centuries have often had to face a crisis in faith, when confronted 
with the idea that an all-powerful and all-loving God allows evil, (both in physical suffering 
and in cruel or nasty people), to co-exist with – and hurt - good people in the same world. 
Unless a Christian’s faith is really deep, it can easily be knocked off-course (or even 
destroyed altogether) when he/she is confronted by evil. This could be watching loved ones 
die in the present Covid-19 crisis; losing jobs in its aftermath; seeing the effects of corrupt 
government (wherever it may be) in 3rd world areas we’re trying to help; violence in our 
communities;  etc...the list is endless. Most people question their faith when confronted by 
crises like this; I think this is natural and can actually be healthy. (I discussed this in the 
“Doubting Thomas” article on Low Sunday.) Yes, I admit that there some who lose their faith 
easily, at the first hurdle, if that faith is shallow, but there are also many who lose it only after 
much suffering and anxious heart-searching. I can sympathise with them.

When we are faced with evil in our midst, how do we react? If it is moral evil (cruel 
and wicked people) – which is what the parable seems to be about – the natural reaction is to 
“weed it out”, as the servants wanted to do in the parable. The farmer’s reaction is actually 
quite subtle – the process of getting rid of the weeds would also harm the wheat. In our 
society, where people can use or mis-use their free will, if we try to eliminate bad behaviour 
completely, we would end up with a police state where good people’s lives would also be 
harmed. In the parable, the “bad stuff” – the weeds or darnel – was put there by the farmer’s 
enemy. In reality, we know now that the bad behaviour of most people has a whole raft of 
causes – some people are just nasty from being small; others become nasty through their 
upbringing or peer-group. The more I’ve read on the nature-versus-nurture argument, the 
more confused I’ve become! I suppose the truth is somewhere in the middle. As the parable 
suggests, the ultimate answer will come when we reach the next world!

I think this is where prayer comes into it. The more puzzled we are, the more we need 
the Holy Spirit’s help. In the 2nd reading, St Paul writes: “When we cannot choose words to 
pray properly, the Spirit expresses our plea in way that could never be put into words, and 
God...knows everything in our hearts.”  I find this helpful when thinking about the problem of 
evil. Ultimately, it’s a mystery, and one that even Jesus, as God’s Son, had to suffer. There’s 
no simple, logical explanation. Sometimes, all we can do is “offer it up”, in union with Jesus’ 
own sufferings. To accept this in prayer, we need the silent help of the Holy Spirit – that’s 
what St Paul was getting at.  Doing this requires both humility and courage – things which I 
find difficult to practise at times!  

In the case of physical evil, human life progresses when we work together to confront 
problems and make the world healthier and fairer. I don’t think we should expect “miracles” 
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to solve the problems for us. In the case of moral evil (bad people), yes, we do need 
protection, with good policing and penal systems in society. But at the end of the day, we all 
have differing amounts of free will, and how we use it is a measure of our maturity and 
generosity. Good behaviour  is one of the ways we worship God, and bad behaviour is when 
we reject him. One last point: few people are either 100% good or 100% bad. Most of us are 
somewhere in the middle, with result that on the same day, we can do some good things and 
some bad ones. Yes, the parable of the wheat & the weeds has a simple style, but we all know 
that real life is much more messy than that. 
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V.E. DAY

 75th ANNIVERSARY

8 May, 2020
Sometimes, people ask: should Christians ever go to war? Many centuries ago, the 

theologian St Thomas Aquinas coined the idea of a “just war” – one that Christians could 
(indeed should) wage against evil opponents. His rules for it were:- the cause had to be 
morally right; there had to be a chance of winning; the benefits achieved had to outweigh the 
hurt and damage caused by the war.

In the last century, many came to believe that the first world war did not fit into St 
Thomas’s idea of a just war. (For instance, one of the countries on “our” side – Serbia – was 
known to be just as aggressive and nasty as the Prussian regime in Germany.) This was rarely 
said of the second world war. It was always felt that the Hitler government, despite its 
promise of work and prosperity for the people, was in fact a gang of highly intelligent thugs 
in smart uniforms. They had a culture of oppression and death that tried to exterminate the 
entire Jewish people of Europe, used millions in slave labour (many of whom were worked to 
death), and executed anyone who opposed their views. The countries and peoples they 
occupied were subject to appalling exploitation and abuse. All of this was demonstrated when 
the allies entered Germany near the end of the war, and discovered the concentration and 
extermination camps. The war ended on May 8th; Winston Churchill rightly said it was the 
greatest day of deliverance in British history. Had the Allies not won, life here would have 
been awful, if not impossible

In our parish service, you read the haunting words of the Old Testament Psalm 79: O 
Shepherd of Israel, hear us. At a time of national disaster, the writer asks God to remember 
the things he did for them in the past. Like a vine, God had ‘uprooted’ them from slavery in 
Egypt; he “planted” them in the promised land, and they flourished up to the ‘great river ‘ – 
the Euphrates. That was then; this is now – they’ve been invaded; the vineyard of Israel is a 
shambles – their enemies trample all over the place like wild animals wrecking a vineyard 
when its fence is breached. “God of hosts, turn again, we implore; look down from heaven 
and see – visit this vine and protect it: the vine your right hand has planted.”

That heartfelt prayer was the sort of thing people said in the depths of World War II – 
especially in conquered lands. Thankfully, the prayers were answered; the Nazis were beaten 
and peace came back. As we celebrate this event 75 years on, we give thanks for the peace 
that we have enjoyed – not forgetting that there are many people on this planet for whom 
peace is still a distant dream. But we also are well aware of a different sort of war – the silent 
one against the Covid-19 virus that has (so far) killed about 30,000 people in the UK. This 
sort of “war” is fought in scientific labs, and by difficult public decisions for isolation and 
lockdown. It’s ironic that the corona virus has shut down churches & public gatherings  - 
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things that even Hitler’s bombers couldn’t do. Still, we are where we are, and we must make 
the best of it. 

As we thank God for the sacrifices and bravery of those fighting 75 years ago, we 
pray for those working in the front line of the present crisis – NHS & care-home staff, public 
service and shop workers, and the volunteers helping the house-bound. I hope and pray that 
when we do emerge from this crisis, we can regain some of the spirit and comradeship seen at 
the end of the last war. Many people have shown the same spirit – caring for others; sharing 
time and resources; being patient and self-controlled when kept indoors, and so on. As we 
thank God for the deliverance three quarters of a century ago, we also ask him for strength 
and wisdom now, in 2020.
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