
 

             

 

 

 

HOMILY by Father Robbie Low 

 

4th Sunday in Ordinary Time-Year B-January 31st 2021 

  

Readings: Deuteronomy 18: 15-20, Psalm 94, 1 Corinthians 7: 32-35, 

Mark 1: 21-28 

 

An old friend, we have known each other fifty years, a cradle Catholic, 

warned me many years ago – as I was getting into this great, sometimes 

shambolic, and always utterly wonderful family that is the Universal 

Church, that I was to ‘beware of Catholic guilt’. It was, she assured me, 

something from which they were belatedly recovering. It was, I think, a 

friendly hint to avoid too much banging on about sin. 

The subject came up the other day when a friend in the congregation 

remarked that Fr. Ciaran and I were very different but utterly 

complementary as preachers – he emphasises mercy – I, apparently, 

emphasise sin. 

This may be a polite way of saying that Fr. Ciaran is a nicer person and 

considerably more experienced in the ways of God’s mercy than I am and 

neither conclusion would I dispute. But this is not a competition. We are 

both here for the Gospel – here because we are sinners – here because we 

have been redeemed. 

The other week Fr. Ciaran preached, for me memorably, on his favourite 

image of Jesus as the Liberator. This was not the phoney 1960s Che 

Guavara Marxist lookalike but the very Gospel of who God made us to 

be.  



Liberation is at the heart of things.  

I always use the little blessing, in the confessional, 

‘May the Lord be in your heart and on your lips that you may confess 

your sins, lay them at the foot of the Cross and receive the liberating 

mercy of His Blood shed for you.’ 

The confessional is, after all, the great sacramental spiritual weapon of 

liberation. 

We do not go there to be convicted; we’ve acknowledged that in our 

preparation. We go there to be set free. 

In the same way we do not go to Weightwatchers to be told we are fat but 

to be restored to physical balance. We do not go to AA to be told we are 

hopeless drunks but to reclaim sobriety and life. We do not go into an 

Army veterans ward to affirm that they are crippled and issue sticks and 

wheelchairs but to begin the process of restoration – the long fight back 

to mobility and usefulness and fulfilment. 

So, as Catholics, we do not go to Church to be beaten up by hopeless 

Calvinism banging on about our apparently irredeemable wickedness. We 

go to be set free, to rejoice in God’s mercy and to set out each week to 

follow Jesus the best we can, following the example of the saints and 

encouraged by their prayers. 

In all these cases the solution is born out of facing the reality.                                                           

First we face the facts. 

In Mark’s Gospel Jesus begins His ministry where John the Baptist left 

off.  

You cannot put a cigarette paper between them. He has uttered the clarion 

call to ‘REPENT’ and, with His first disciples in tow, sets off to set 

people free. He starts, memorably, at Church / Synagogue where He 

liberates a prisoner of sin.  

So this is not a call to spend our spiritual lives in some dark miserable 

corner of imprisoning guilt. (Guilt is only useful as the first course, an 



appetiser for the mains, a conscience signal. When it becomes the whole 

menu, it is poisonous.)  

This repentance means a realistic assessment of who we are, where we 

are, what we have become – all in the light of what God truly intends us 

to be. It is an exercise in truth. It is the beginning not the end of the 

therapy, the healing of our souls and transformation of our lives. It is the 

gateway to freedom. 

Anyone who avoids this process is opting for slavery. The Church’s 

historic emphasis on Repentance is not born of a desire to reduce her 

children to a miserable, grovelling half-life but to set her people free to 

become the glorious sons and daughters of God. 

Any person – or for that matter organisation – that does not reflect and 

participate in this process is unlikely to achieve very much of the original 

purpose. 

So, you will have noticed that, at this most peculiar of times, our bishop, 

Mark, has issued a call to us all to reflect on the life of our parishes.                                                                      

His paper on the Precious Places of Grace does not peter out as an 

exercise in well-meaning episcopal flannel but asks us to do some work.                                                     

There is attached an ‘AUDIT’. 

Just as we examine our lives before entering the confessional and getting 

fit for the Gospel, so he asks us to examine how we are doing as a parish. 

Fr. Ciaran and I have, individually and together, been through this 

process. It is not comfortable, but it is clarifying.                                                                                                                  

We see the things that we think we are doing well. 

The things not so well.  

Things done poorly or not at all – and our part in all of this.  

As parishioners everyone is invited to take part and submit their honest 

findings. This is not just a check list for things Fr. Ciaran and I could do 

better but what we could all do. It is a ‘repent’ moment in the sense of a 

rethink in the light of our mandate, the Gospel, and its Mission. It is 

personal and corporate.                  



It is not finger wagging but enabling.  

‘Repent AND Believe the Gospel’, Jesus commands. One hinges on the 

other. 

We come to this in love or we do not come at all. We want to be the best 

we can for Jesus and this little exercise of self-examination may be 

momentarily painful but ultimately liberating to get on with the Gospel 

work which, after all, cradle or convert, is why we joined. 
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