
 

 

33RD SUNDAY HOMILY 
 

Sometimes the horror of something, the grief, or 

our fear and distress, are so great that we cannot 

speak about it in ordinary language.  We have to 

find an image to try and express what we want to 

say.  Or possibly the only way to explain it to 

others is through small pictures that sum up what 

we are feeling. 

 Isaac Rosenberg, who was killed on 1st April 1918 in the trenches, in one of 

his poems he tries to express his horror by putting a rat and a poppy side by side.  

For most of us the idea of living with rats is horrible, the poppy however is an 

image of wild beauty, but it is not so clear as that.  This is one of his poems, and I 

know reading poetry in a homily does not give you time to digest it, but I thought 

it was worth sharing: 

 It is called, ’Break of Day in the Trenches’. 

The darkness crumbles away- 

It is the same old druid Time as ever. 

Only a live thing leaps my hand- 

A queer sardonic rat- 

As I pull the parapet’s poppy 

To stick behind my ear. 

Droll rat, they would shoot you if they knew 

Your cosmopolitan sympathies. 

Now you have touched this English hand 

You will do the same to a German- 

Soon, no doubt, it will be your pleasure 

To cross the sleeping green between. 

It seems you inwardly grin as you pass 

Strong eyes, fine limbs, haughty athletes 

Less chanced than you for life, 

Bonds to the whims of murder, 

Sprawled in the bowels of the earth, 

The torn fields of France. 

What do you see in our eyes 

At the shrieking iron and flame 

Hurled through still heavens? 

What quaver- what heart aghast? 

Poppies whose roots are in man’s veins 

Drop, and are ever dropping; 

But none in my ear is safe, 

Just a little white with dust. 



 

 

But though we hate the rat and love the poppy, the rat, unpatriotically and in its 

own way, loves all humans equally, while the poppy is linked to the blood of the 

soldiers, in colour and its roots.  What does the rat think of the human ability for 

killing? 

 One of my questions would be, for all that it is very right to honour the 

dead, which we do today.  We think of all those names on war memorials across 

the world, all the crosses, and stars of David and crescents over war graves 

throughout the world. Our own memorial here to Private Robert Williams, dead at 

26, whose family still remember him every year.  But does Remembrance Day 

actually stop us going to war?  If challenged, would we think twice?  I fear we 

might not, we might forget the reality of it.  Remember the poppy and not the rat.   

 In the gospel Jesus borrows an image from the Old Testament for the 

coming of the end.  Of chaos and disaster, much like the language poets used of 

the war.  Like the rat and the poppy, it is an image, it is not meant to be taken 

literally.  The contrast here is between the world without God and the world with 

God present among us.  It is not a particular time.  Jesus does not mean that we 

should be waiting round for this at some future time.  It is in fact here among us 

now, it is part of our condition as human beings.  The arrival of the Son of Man 

heralding the re-creation of all that he has created, is actually here among us now.  

Who is the Son of Man but Jesus?  So what he is saying to us is that we are living 

in this end of time.  Not because of anything practical, such as climate change or 

war, but because with his arrival the time has begun.  Its conclusion we can never 

know. 

 So he says to us, rather than be despondent and start imagining that any 

disaster we see is the end of all time, look at what he has been doing on earth.  

Look at his message and the good news that it brings.  

 The image he chooses is the fig-tree.  He says to them: ‘You are farmers, 

most of you.  You know how nature takes its course with the fig-tree and you 

watch it to see when the time is ripe to harvest the figs.’  So look at what I am 

doing and what I am leaving among you on earth, and see that the reign of the 

Son of Man has begun. 

 In one sense it is trying to see the poppy among all the mess that our world 

can be in.  To see the beauty that is here in among all the ugliness. 

 How will the conclusion to all this come about?  Will there be a conclusion 

in time as we so often imagine?  We have no idea, as he says to us. 

 But we do have a message for the world that says that if you look carefully 

the good is to be seen, and Jesus tells us this good will triumph.  Sometimes this 

goes against everything that we see around us.  But that is why, as Christians, we 

both have to have faith in Jesus’ words, but also share this hope with others. 

  

  



 

 

  

  

  


