
 

             

 

 

 

 

 

HOMILY by Father Robbie Low 
 
4th Sunday in Ordinary Time Year A 
 
I preach Jesus, and him crucified      
Readings: Isaiah 58: 7 – 10, Ps 111, 1 Corinthians 2: 1–5, Matthew 5: 13-16 
 
 
When a priest converts from the Church of England, although he used to 

have done years of training and may have had many years of parish 

experience, there are two extra things the Catholic Church requires him to 

study before considering him for ordination to the Catholic priesthood. 

 

One is Canon Law, the great legal fabric of the practical working of the 

Church. The Code and its commentary run to 1200 closely typed pages of  

A3 and is referred to jokingly by the professionals, the Canon Lawyers as 

‘Everything Jesus would have told you if he had the time’.  It concludes with 

the brilliant exhortation in the final Canon(1752), in all these matters to 

have ‘before one eyes the salvation of souls which is always the supreme 

law of the Church’. 

 

The other thing the convert must do is to study Moral Philosophy. 

 

This occupies much of the first two years of a Catholic priest’s training. 

In it he learns where and how God has enlightened man both in reason and 

natural law, becomes acquainted with the blind alleys or destructive 

processes of some philosophies and should be, as a teacher and preacher, 



able to encourage clear thinking on the road to wisdom and counter the 

false. 

 

This process is largely absent from the preparation of other denominations. 

And this morning we encounter the passage that seems to agree with the 

Protestant position.  St. Paul says he has no show of oratory or philosophy. 

He claims to know nothing but simply preaches Jesus – and Him crucified. 

This passage is often used as a proof text against learning. 

 

 I remember  forty years ago sitting in my study writing an essay when a 

keen and lovely evangelical missionary friend arrived for coffee and asked 

me what I was doing.  ‘I’m writing an essay on Aquinas’, I replied, hoping he 

would not know too much about it.  ‘What ever for?’, said Ian, and ….exact 

quote…  ‘Praise the Lord, I used to be intelligent until I met Jesus.’ 

 

Now Ian was no fool, highly educated and a very brave man going into 

dangerous and hostile countries but his wonderful remark underlined the 

great divide. 

 

So what do we make of St. Paul’s remark? Should our seminarians be 

‘wasting’ two years on philosophy and what implications does it have for 

our learning or ignorance. 

 

First of all we need to be clear that St. Paul is a highly educated man. He 

knows his Jewish scriptures, history and law. He is more than acquainted 

with the philosophical schools of his day and, indeed, quotes from them in 

the Acts and debates with the Stoics and the Epicureans on the Areopagus 

in chapter 17. Paul knows his stuff and is not going to be outgunned by the 

pointy-head brigade. He can deliver and he can back up. He understands 



that, as St. John tells us at the beginning of his Gospel, that the Word who 

becomes flesh in Jesus, the second person of the Godhead, is the light that 

enlightens every man born into the world. 

 

That Word is the reason, the divine wisdom and Man, made in the image of 

God, has some glimpse of that. So we are not to glory in or boast of our 

stupidity or turn away from learning and wisdom.  

 

What Paul is rightly telling us is that our cleverness will never convert 

anyone. Only Jesus can do that and our task is to introduce people to Jesus 

and tell them who He is and what He has done for them (and us) on the 

Cross and His love for them and His promise of reconciliation with God and 

the gift of eternal life. That is our first and most important task. 

 

We do not need to tell them why Nietzche went mad or why the deep flaw 

of nominalism runs through most modern philosophical heresies.  But the 

guardians of the Faith, your priests and deacons, ought to know and be able 

to put in simple terms why false teachings are flawed and help you in the 

questions that arise from them. Human philosophy is man searching 

through his limited reason for eternal truths. We need to be able to 

differentiate between that which leads into the greater light and that which 

follows the smoky trail into the dark. 

 

We have a duty not only to proclaim Jesus Christ as the answer but also to 

understand what the question is. In that quest we really need to know our 

Bible and our Catechism. If we are ignorant of the Bible, St. Jerome the 

great Bible translator tells us, then we are ignorant of Christ Himself. 



Similarly if we are ignorant of the Catechism we are ignorant of what the 

Church of Christ teaches about Him. In either case we cannot do what 

St.Paul commends and Jesus Himself commands.  

 

If each of us here committed to read a page of Scripture each day we would 

have read the Gospels and the Acts in less than six months. 

 

If we read a page of the Catechism each day (and I know the formal 

document is not easy so may I commend to you the brilliant YOUCAT, 

youth catechism which uses simple question and answer), we would all 

know our catechism in under a year. 

 

And if we made it our habit to talk naturally with people about Jesus as a 

real part of our daily lives, what a difference it would make to the mission of 

the Church. 

 

St. Paul is right. Human philosophy doesn’t convert anyone – Jesus does. 

But let’s not forget that Paul knew his stuff. Like him we depend on the 

power of God but, like him, God does expect us to do a little homework. 
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