
 

             

 

 

 

 

 

HOMILY by Father Robbie Low 
 
16th Sunday in Ordinary Time - Year A 
 
The Spirit expresses our plea 
Readings: Wisdom 12: 13, 16-19, Ps 85, Romans 8: 26-27, Matthew 13: 24-43  
 
 
A very dear friend of mine who was, as I recall, the first of our peer group to 

have a baby told me, years ago, of the shock of the experience.  She had, as it 

happened, a relatively easy labour herself and dealt with the pain of 

contractions, transition and parturition (that’s a posh word for delivery) in a 

ladylike way. She had done her homework and was prepared for every, 

literally, conceivable eventuality.  What shocked her was not her own 

experience but what was going on in the rest of the labour ward where two 

other otherwise gracious and otherwise refined ladies were giving birth. 

 

Her own trials were slight compared with the screaming, raging, writhing and 

unbelievably foul-mouthed torrents of abuse hurled at nurses and husbands 

alike from neighbouring beds. She was astonished by the absolute loss of 

control, total panic and consequent emotional meltdown. These women, as it 

turned out, had done no preparation at all, were utterly ambushed by each 

new development and had lost control of their breathing completely. 

 

Bernadette went on to have four more children with as little fuss as the first 

one. 



Now I, as a mere man, should not really comment – though I have been 

present at one easy birth and two less easy deliveries and have only 

unreserved admiration for our womenfolk as a consequence.  But I have 

been intrigued by the readings from St. Paul’s Letter to the Romans this week 

which dwells powerfully on the image of childbirth and alludes to it in this 

morning’s brief clip from that Epistle. 

 

I don’t know if Paul ever saw childbirth. It was much more a domestic event 

in his day so it is highly likely that he will have known the drill. It is raw. It is 

gritty. It is all consuming. It is utterly focussed. It is painful. It tests the very 

fabric of the bearer. It is life threatening. It is life giving and, at its end, is 

utterly joyful. 

 

St. Paul tells us that the whole creation is ‘in travail’. It is groaning in labour, 

and not always in a ladylike way, to bring to birth the new creation that has 

now been realised in Christ. 

 

And we too, if we are serious, we are in travail, Paul tells us, as we wait for 

our adoption as sons and daughters, for Christ to be fully formed in us and 

for the final redemption of body and soul.  We live in the hope of this new 

birth which has begun in us by the indwelling of the Holy Spirit. Just as the 

Holy Spirit brings Christ into the world on the gracious obedience of Mary, 

our Blessed Mother, so the same Holy Spirit will bring us to new birth as 

Christ is formed in us and we become little brothers and sisters of Jesus, sons 

and daughters of the living God. 

 



We are both ‘saved’ in our spiritual conception of baptism and ‘becoming’ in 

the daily ‘christening’ of our lives. It is an act of the mercy of God and the 

process by which we become His in all eternity, everything redeemed. 

That is the nature of relationship. God does not employ ‘oofle dust’, like 

some celestial Sooty, but works with us in our coming to be. That is how love 

works. 

 

So Paul sees us straining and panting and groaning, writhing with longing for 

that moment of joyous fulfilment when we are finally delivered into the new 

life that is eternal. 

 

By using the imagery of birth Paul not only puts us in touch with the very 

fundamentals of life but reminds us that when we enter that dark tunnel of 

death, over which again we will have no control (pace Lords Falconer and 

Carey), we are to look forward to delivery into a greater light and joy than we 

can ever have imagined within this earthly womb. In this morning’s 

concluding verses Paul applies this imagery to prayer. 

 

We often don’t have the words to summon from our hearts the depths of the 

longing we have for God or the love and hope and tears and pains we have 

for those in our prayers. A child who has abandoned the Faith, a friend who is 

mortally ill, a marriage that is breaking down, the plight of our persecuted 

brothers and sisters, the random cruelties of the world. 

 

We often find we do not have the words for these. But Paul tells us that we 

are to let the Holy Spirit pray for us and through us with sighs, groans, too 

deep for words. Because the Holy Spirit will pray for us according to the will 

of God. When we no longer know which way to turn, He does. 



He is the breath of God who is measuring the very rhythm of our delivery. 

That is the depth of passion Paul assumes in our prayers.  

 

Humbling isn’t it? Words are good but the heart is the key. 

 

The Rabbi Baal Shem Tov told a story of a Hasidic Rabbi who was noted for 

his healing powers. From all over Poland people would flock to him to ask for 

his prayers. One day a man asked him how he found time to pray for all these 

people and their hard luck stories. The Rabbi replied that he did it while 

praying the eighteen benedictions, the Amidah, the prayers said facing 

Jerusalem. 

 

The man was puzzled. The eighteen benedictions took only about three 

minutes. So he asked again, how do you do that? The Rabbi replied, ‘I stand 

before G-d and I say to Him…. Look what these people have done to my 

heart.  And it is enough.’ 
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