
Homily for 18
th

 Sunday Ordinary Time. 

 

 We don’t really understand suffering, 

especially when the innocent suffer.  It is an old 

complaint that surely a loving and all-powerful 

God would never let the innocent suffer, and it is 

one we often make when we believe we have just 

suffered or witnessed it.  I have no answers to that 

directly, and no one does, though it has been discussed many times. 

 But I do want to approach suffering from another angle today.  Without 

suffering we would be without the virtue of compassion, literally ‘suffering 

with.’  You could say, well let’s give up that virtue in exchange for the loss of 

suffering.  But compassion has a tremendous power, is a tremendous power for 

good, and it is good that we are looking for. 

 In the film ‘Rendition’ the young CIA man is finally moved to leave and 

help others when he sees and is drawn into the suffering of one of their 

prisoners at the hands of his own organisation. This sudden, almost shock, of 

feeling compassion turns his life around, restores his natural goodness, and he 

then finds the courage to risk everything and free others.  The power of 

compassion can break through our fear and hardened prejudices.  It can remind 

us of a humanity lost, distorted, through the pressures laid upon us to conform 

to what the world expects.   

 What can impress us even more is when we see selfless actions for others 

by someone who are themselves suffering.  So the example of Maximilian 

Kolbe, in Auschwitz, suffering already himself as a prisoner, who gives his 

own life to save another who has a family, becomes an example that can 

change those who hear his story.  His compassion, even when suffering 

himself, has become and continues to be an act of change, of conversion for 

many. 

 How often do we think about Jesus’ personal life?  Sometimes in the 

gospel so much has to be read into a line.  ‘When Jesus received the news of 

John the Baptist’s death he withdrew by boat to a lonely place where they 

could be by themselves.’  How often have we felt like just getting away for a 



while, perhaps with a few friends, perhaps alone, perhaps he really wanted to 

leave the disciples behind but felt he had to take them.  Those times when 

things have gone really wrong, and we cannot face anyone, and the last thing 

we want to do is meet people who are going to talk to us and be sympathetic, 

and yet we are just not ready?  John, the gospels tell us, is Jesus’ cousin.  They 

clearly do not meet up a lot in later life, but their families knew each other 

really well.  Mary makes that dangerous journey, through mountainous areas, 

to see Elizabeth when she is pregnant, and in all likelihood, John’s parents 

being as old as they were, he probably lost them early on, and could well have 

spent some time with Jesus’ family as a teenager. And his cousin’s death was 

not easy.  His innocent cousin has just been executed by a rather pathetic leader 

whose vanity, whose desire to look good, is more important than a life.  I think 

we can say that Jesus needed to mourn John, and needed time to reflect.  Did 

he feel anger at first as any of us might have? 

 Does the human Jesus need time weigh up his options? His family is 

marked now.  His behaviour is increasingly irritating a threatened leadership, 

Jewish and Roman.  The chances of his following John must have occurred to 

him.  His human side must have asked, ‘What has John’s death achieved?’  But 

what John’s death does underline is the contrast between humanity at its 

innocent best and humanity, in the form of Herod’s family, at its vain, proud, 

cowardly, vicious worst (of which we have more than enough examples today).  

It’s into this worst of human life that Jesus will have to go, to lift humanity out 

of it.  The innocent victim overcoming what is evil, recovering the world from 

distortion. 

 Whether or not Jesus sees all this at the time, our theme of compassion 

comes up repeatedly in the gospels and is one of the major qualities of Jesus, 

personally, as it is of God, which he naturally reflects.  For all his own troubles 

today he sees this crowd of people following him and in need and he takes pity 

on them.  But as I have said a few times before, this is no ordinary ‘pity’.   The 

word in the Greek is from the verb ‘splanchthanomai.’ Splanchnon means 

‘guts’ or heart, liver and lungs.  So the verb means your bowels are churning.  

We could say he was ‘sick to his stomach’ when he saw the crowd’s neediness.  

The word is trying to express the depth of God’s love for us.  The physical 



affect it has on him as a human being. The sort of sickness you can feel when 

one you love is suffering.   

 The compassion of Jesus is born out of his love for us.  St. Paul says; 

‘Nothing can come between us and the love of Christ,’ and he then goes on to 

list the things that might throw us off course, worry or need or persecution and 

so on.  But actually there is literally nothing that can separate us.  Whatever we 

do, however unpleasant our behaviour, and as humans we are quite capable of 

taking this to the ultimate level as Jesus will find out, there is nothing that can 

stop Christ loving us. So for this crowd they need feeding (though Jesus knows 

it is more than food they need) and, regardless of how he is feeling, Jesus goes 

on to feed them with the first feeding of a multitude in Matthew’s gospel, this 

time of 5000 people it says. 

 What is the response of the crowd?  Apparently none.  No surprise, no 

thanks.  They just take it for granted that something will happen.  They assume 

that in some way, if they are with Jesus, all will be well. 

 As followers of Christ, as people who have been changed by Jesus’ life 

and death, we have to share in his example of compassion by living it 

ourselves.  People should recognise us as compassionate people.  If we declare 

ourselves Christians they should be able to rely on it as did the crowd.  When 

we see the events of the world unfold, one of the principles that guide our 

judgement of them and how we are going to respond, must be compassion.  

This must be as it was with Jesus.  Both when we ourselves are suffering we 

can still think of others rather than letting it make us self-centred, and also 

when we can expect no thanks, because the moment we have compassion for 

others, love others in this way, it becomes a door for the good, for God. 

   


