
Homily for the thirty-second Sunday of Year C, 10th November 2019 

God burns with eternal love for us 

The Bradford Catholic Youth Choir went to Rome very recently. They 
sang in three of the basilicas – an extraordinary privilege. And they also 
sang at the Venerable English College in the city, my old seminary. 

I imagine that our young people won’t have had the time to look at the 
pictures of the College martyrs which are displayed on a wall of the 
balcony of the church in which they sang. These were painted in the 
1580s as a device to prepare the then students for the challenges which 
faced them on their return to the mission in England. Some of them are 
pretty gruesome. I thought of them when I read the account of the 
martyrdom of the Jewish brothers in our first reading today from the 
Second Book of Maccabees. 

The most moving picture is that which shows St Ralph Sherwin and St 
Alexander Bryant – the first of our 44 English College martyrs - being 
dragged to the gibbet with the great Jesuit intellectual Edmund Campion. 
Campion, who was effectively the leader of the English mission, was 
executed first, horribly: castrated, hanged ‘til nearly dead, eviscerated 
and then decapitated. St Ralph Sherwin saw all this happen. The 
authorities were trying to terrorise him into recanting, which would of 
course have been a great victory for them. As the executioner 
approached St Ralph he knelt down and kissed his bloody hands. It was 
an extraordinary gesture. At that moment this young man, who was just 
about to die similarly horribly, was reverencing the relic of a saint. He 
died with the blood of Campion upon his lips. 

Such calmness in dying  attracts our attention. What was the source of 
St Ralph’s inner peace? I know that he himself was surprised by it. 
There is a lovely letter that he wrote to his uncle the night before he died, 
St Andrew’s Day, the 30th November. He remarks, wondering at the fact, 
that he has never felt more at peace. He recognised that this was a 
consolation granted to him by the Holy Spirit. His letter is full of affection 
for his uncle. He concludes it by saying that he must be busy about his 
prayers to prepare for the morn. 

Just before he died, the following day, he proclaimed his faith in these 
words: “Jesus, Jesus, Jesus, be to me a Jesus!” In other words, Jesus, 
be to me as your name declares you are, my Saviour. He was a man 



who clearly had an intense personal relationship with Our Lord. He felt 
free to address him in the most direct and intimate way before 
succumbing to the axeman’s blow. For St Ralph, at that moment, 
everything was beautifully simple. He was a disciple of Jesus, he was 
dying in Jesus’ name, he looked forward to rising with Jesus. The horror 
of the event was just the backdrop to this much more important dialogue 
between the servant and the Master. 

And how had St Ralph become so intimate with one whom he had never 
seen? Well, long before the blood of Sherwin had stained his lips, he 
had received the Blood of Christ, again and again, in Holy Communion. 
And in those moments, he had experienced, as we too are able to, the 
overwhelming self-sacrificial love of Jesus for him. The reception of Holy 
Communion had helped him to understand that Jesus’ love of him was 
not merely a fact among others or a particular instance of God’s general 
benevolence, but a living, life-giving, life-changing reality. Through 
receiving Holy Communion repeatedly, St Ralph’s love for Christ had 
matured. And then in God’s Providence this relationship reached its 
earthly fulfilment in St Ralph being granted the privilege of entering 
definitively into the experience of Jesus’ crucifixion. Calvary at that 
moment was transposed to what is now Marble Arch in London. 

Here we see, the extraordinary hope that lies at the heart of our 
Christian faith. My brothers and sisters, we believe that we will live 
forever. This is something that seems incredible. The Sadducees 
mocked Jesus for speaking of it. Many Greek philosophers derided St 
Paul  when he proclaimed this saving truth at the Areopagus in Athens. 
Most of our contemporaries, even some who profess to be Christians, 
think the idea of life after death is far-fetched. But this teaching is the 
bedrock of or creed.. 

We believe it because God has revealed that his love for us has no end. 
The image of the Burning Bush to which Jesus refers in our gospel 
reveals this with startling clarity. The bush burns but is not consumed by 
the flames. As the Fathers of the Church pointed out, this is an image of 
the eternal life of the Trinity. God reveals himself to Moses in this way to 
begin the process of his leading Moses and the Israelites out of Egypt 
and into the Promised Land: the Exodus. 



The Exodus from Egypt pointed to the far greater story of liberation 
wrought by Jesus’ death and resurrection which has made possible 
humanity’s entry into the true Promised Land, heaven. And Jesus’ Death 
and Resurrection, we might say, bears fruit at the moment that we 
assent in faith to his offer of salvation. God yearns that we say “yes.” 
The fundamental reason why look forward with such confidence to 
entering into eternal life is precisely because we have been granted this 
insight into God’s limitless love for us and, quite simply, we trust God. 


