
Pluscarden Abbey: Homilies  

Homily for the 27th Sunday of the Year 2010 

(Habakkuk 1:2-3;2:2-4;  2 Tim 1:6-8,13-14;  Lk 17:5-10) 

Did you see the news photo of Pope Benedict giving his farewell speech at Birmingham 
airport?  Sitting listening is the Prime Minister.    
Immediately before, Benedict was at Oscott seminary near Birmingham,  taking his leave of the British 
Bishops.  It was precisely at Oscott,  and precisely at the first meeting of the then newly restored 
English hierarchy,  that Newman preached his famous Second Spring homily, about new signs of hope 
for the Church in England. (Sermons Preached on Various Occasions, 168-169). 
Newman was preaching in 1852; in 1851 the Prime Minister of the Day, Lord John Russell, played a 
major role in organising Anti Catholic protests.  In a public letter to the Bishop of Durham, deliberately 
published on the 4th of November, the eve of Guy Fawkes Day, he wrote ‘We cannot allow this 
[restoration] for it is an  attempt to impose a foreign yoke upon our mind and upon our conscience.’ (cf 
J H Newman,  Lectures on the Present position of Catholics in England,  ed A Nash, Intro p XII). The 
resulting demonstrations were nationwide,  and so violent that the Police had to be called to protect 
Newman’s Oratory.  
And now one of Russell’s successors began his farewell address to the Pope at Birmingham airport 
saying: ‘Your Holiness, you have offered a message not just to the Catholic Church but to each and 
every one of us, of every faith and none.  You have really challenged the whole country to sit up and 
think.’ Not the language of Lord Russell. 
Yet before we say that we are on the brink of third spring, we need to recall what Newman said 
next.  For he added ‘but we must remember that this is an English spring; an uncertain, anxious 
time,  of hope and fear, of joy and suffering – of bright promise and budding hopes, yet withal, of keen 
blasts, and cold showers and sudden storms.   And in proportion to God’s grace is the fury of His 
enemies.’ (ibid, 168-169) 
Well,  certainly before the visit one only had to open the newspaper to be aware of the fury of some of 
the Church’s enemies, but now, after the visit, we might focus more on the grace that is offered. And 
what is that  grace? 
 If forced to define it in one theme I would take something dear to the hearts of Newman and Benedict: 
the importance of faith. And faith is an odd thing; the more you have of it, the more you realise how 
much you lack it. ‘Increase our faith’ say the apostles to Our Lord in today’s gospel. Our faith, they 
say, not just my faith.  And surely after the Papal visit, we have been reminded of just this. 
And today’s second reading, St Paul writing to tell Timothy how to be a Bishop, a text used for the 
ordination of a Bishop, seems to summarise the visit of this Bishop of Rome.  
 ‘You have been trusted’ St Paul tells us ‘to look after something precious’. We may, like Joseph 
Ratzinger who was baptised on the day he was born, have received the fullness of the gift of faith at an 
early age; we may, like John Henry Newman who was received at 44, have only come to it after a long 
struggle; but whichever, it is an amazing gift. 
But it is a gift which, like a muscle, needs to be used or it withers. So St Paul goes on to tell us to ‘fan 
into a flame the gift that God gave you.’  And if we do that, then we will not, as St Paul states, ‘be 
ashamed of witnessing to the Lord.’ 
  And oddly, the very act of defending the faith will help us to realise the importance of what St Paul 
wrote about not only ‘keeping as your pattern the sound teaching you have heard’ but of doing so, as St 
Paul tells us, ‘in faith and love.’ We will discover that though sound teaching is vital, without faith and 
love it is insufficient; a cymbal clashing as Paul famously describes it in elsewhere (I Cor 13)  
All this sounds fine,  but is of course completely beyond us.  But be we married or a monk, a parent or 
a priest,  it is precisely when we discover our inadequacy that Pope Benedict can help us again; help us 
to recognise that with the gift, comes the grace;  with the call, comes the possibility. 
The Pope’s secretary recently said that the most important speech of Benedict’s  Papal ‘career’ is 
usually overlooked by the commentators.  When in 2005 he appeared on the balcony overlooking St 
Peter’s Square for the first time as Pope he said: ‘after the great John Paul II,  the Cardinals have 
elected - a simple and humble workman.... But I console myself with the fact that the Lord also knows 
how to work with inadequate tools, and I entrust myself to your prayers.’   
So like the Pope,  we too can find the courage to refuse to be paralysed by our external problems and 
our internal faults and instead, chose to do what we can. And so encouraged by Our Lord’s teaching 
that faith the size of a mustard seed can do extraordinary  things, we may find ourselves more willing 



to do the ordinary things most of us are called to. 
Or as Whitman put it in more popular language: ‘I can’t do everything; but I can do something;  and 
that I will do.’  
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