
Homily for 31st Sunday, Year C, 2nd November 2019 

God seeks us before ever we seek him. 

I had a marvellous conversation yesterday. I was at Leeds Trinity for the 
university’s Patronal Feast Day Mass and the Reception afterwards. I 
used to be the Chaplain at the University before the Bishop sent me 
here. A young man came up to me. He had just been beginning his 
studies when I was in my final year there. “I’m going to get baptised,” he 
said. “And it was a conversation with you that got me thinking about the 
Christian faith.” 

Bells rang out throughout the campus, angels sang Alleluias all around 
me and it was I could do prevent myself from punching the air and 
shouting “Get in there!” His was an interesting story. The conversation to 
which he referred, which I began to remember as he narrated it, 
occurred between two of the peaks on the Three Peaks Walk which I 
used to do each year with some of the hardier students. “We got talking 
about God,” he said. He hadn’t really thought seriously about God 
before.  

After I had gone he began to frequent social events in the Chaplaincy. 
He found the lay Chaplain and her young female assistant – now the Lay 
Chaplain at St Bede’s and St Joseph’s Catholic College – very easy to 
talk to and well-informed. Then somebody said to him: “For somebody 
who  professes not to be religious, you spend a lot of time with people 
who are religious.” It was at that moment that he realised that a change 
was happening inside of him. It was very important to him that he could 
take his time in coming to this decision, that nobody put any pressure on 
him. How marvellous that a Catholic University should be an 
environment for such a personal conversion. I had never seen him 
looking happier. 

As a parish we have a similar opportunity to help people to discover 
Christ. Indeed, that’s the reason we exist! And as I have reflected on this 
young man’s faith story to date something has become very clear to me. 
I, we, enjoyed his company and that was crucial to his conversion. It was 
nice to have him around. He enriched social occasions. He asked 
intelligent questions and it was always interesting to talk to him. He felt 
entirely accepted as a member of our Chaplaincy community. And then, 



as day follows night, he began to want to move from associate 
membership, as it were, to full membership. 

Throughout this process, Jesus was not inactive, as if he were waiting 
for the young man to figure things out. Rather, as he told Zacchaeus in 
our gospel reading, Jesus came to seek out and save that which was 
lost. In a mysterious way, the Holy Spirit has been churning this young 
man up in his depths for years, granting him the simultaneously painful 
but hope-filled gift of holy restlessness. Zacchaeus, we are told, was 
“anxious to catch a glimpse of Jesus.” But before ever Zacchaeus 
formed his plan to climb the Sycamore tree, Jesus was intent upon 
seeking him out and inviting him to a new way of life. The story makes 
us think that in fact it is never really we who find Jesus; he finds us. 

In our own time, Jesus uses his holy Church, which is his Body, to reach 
out to people. And we discover our identity as Jesus’ disciples precisely 
to the extent that we contribute to the Church’s missionary endeavour. 
The evangelisation of our society is a whole-Church task: each of us has 
a role. Parents and grandparents are called to be champions of our faith 
precisely within their own families, the basic unit of the Church. Each 
Catholic is called to be, as the Second Vatican Council described it, 
“leaven in the world,” effecting change for the better in our workplaces 
and in the social groups to which we belong through diligence, empathy 
and kindness. Each parishioner is called to be generous in building up 
the local parish through realistic financial contributions, cheerful 
volunteering and hospitality towards those who are new to our 
community. 

At the moment, as I mention in the bulletin this week, the Catholic 
Church is preparing for a profound moment of the re-evangelisation of 
our country. This will happen, in March of next year, through the 
rededication of England to Mary whose Dowry, according to our tradition, 
this country is. At the heart of this process is the personal renewal of all 
Catholics. Quite simply, as our Bishops say, the Lord is calling to 
become more prayerful, through for example the recitation of the Rosary 
and the saying of the Angelus, and to experience God’s mercy once 
again through regular participation on the Sacrament of Reconciliation. 

If each of us in these precious next few months opens our hearts to the 
Holy Spirit and allows him to transform us, our Church, which is always 



beautiful because the Holy Spirit dwells within her, will become more 
beautiful, more attractive, more welcoming, more evangelically powerful. 

As part of this process aimed at personal conversion and outreach to 
others, we are launching our big evangelisation initiative, aptly called 
Sycamore, this week, on Thursday evening. It’s designed to help people 
to reflect about their lives and about the Christian faith. One of its great 
strengths is that it is so informal. You go in, somebody greets you and 
gives you a piece of cake, we all watch a short film and then anybody 
who wants to can chip in and describe how they found the film. 

You are invited because you are worthy of respect. When you share 
your views about your faith, others will find what you say helpful. You are 
a disciple of Jesus and, through the Sacrament of Confirmation, he has 
given you the charism of testifying to your faith in him. 

Anyway, if you have time, please come along to one of our sessions. 
And if you know somebody who might benefit from coming, please have 
the courage to invite them. And whether you come or not, please pray 
the Lord will bless this venture. 

The young man whom I described at the beginning was a little bit lost 
and wanted more from life, just like Zacchaeus. Jesus bore his brother 
company for the whole of the day and the experience transformed 
Zacchaeus utterly. The same Jesus wishes to spend time with us. He 
communicates to us his care for us through the attentiveness of our 
brothers and sisters at events such as this. Sycamore will help us to 
realise that we can do more than catch a glimpse of Jesus from afar. 
Through the gentle encouragement of others, we will have the 
opportunity to enter more deeply into communion with Jesus and in this 
moment rediscover the purpose of our lives. 

 


