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Homily for 9/5/2021            15th Sun. after Pentecost, Extraordinary Form Very Rev. J. David Carter, JCL, JV 
 

The proper texts of the Mass are beautiful and poetic prayers and scriptures that truly express the Church’s mind 
and heart. They are proper objects for our meditation and to guide our personal prayer and piety. In reading 
through the propers for this 15th Sunday after Pentecost I was touched by the Collect, that is, the opening prayer. In 
English it is rendered: “Let Thy continual pity, O Lord, cleanse and defend Thy Church: and because it cannot continue in safety 
without Thee, may it ever be governed by Thy goodness.”  
 
If we break this prayer down, we can make a good meditation out of it. That is what I propose to do today. The 
first thing that strikes me in this prayer is that it directed squarely on God’s Mercy. Miseratio continuata, God’s 
continual mercy, is necessary for our salvation. No one is righteous in God’s sight except by the gift of justification, 
which He alone merits and extends through His atoning sacrifice. If we come before the Lord puffed up in pride 
and a sense of self-righteousness, arrogance about how good we are, or even about how much better we are that 
‘that one’ or ‘the other’, we will always fail and fall. St. Paul says as much in today’s Epistle when he declares “For if 
any man think himself to be something, whereas he is nothing, he deceives himself.” The Church has, therefore, taught her 
children to approach God with humility. The Sacred Synaxis of the People of God that takes place whenever the 
Mass is offered, always begins with humility. We confess our sins and beat our breasts as a recognition that we are 
sinners and that we dare not approach the altar of God in pride or self-righteousness, but only at the invitation of a 
loving and merciful God who does not spurn the humble and contrite heart. After the confession, the priest prays 
the absolution, which is a begging of mercy upon us all, “May the almighty and merciful Lord grant us pardon, absolution 
and remission of our sins.” 
 
But once we have been forgiven, there is hope for humanity. God has chosen us as His own, and He will fight for 
us. We rightly continue the prayer to “Cleanse and defend thy Church”. It is God’s Church, not ours. We cannot make 
her perfect; only He can. And so, we submit to His omnipotence in faith and hope. But we, at the same time, 
acknowledge that the Church should be pure and strong in faith. The reality is that we look around and see that it is 
not that way. There are so many who are weak in faith, allowing monstrous atrocities to invade our societal and 
familiar life. There are many who have abandoned the traditions handed on to us and have allowed the worship of 
foreign and alien gods into our midst. Only God can remedy this, and so we call upon Him to purify and defend us 
against this interior threat. There has been a steady decadence that has degraded the Church’s purity in a misguided 
attempt to be more worldly. Yes, we are called to announce the Gospel to the world. However, many have polluted 
this noble evangelical call, simply to become a mere accommodation of the world’s proclivities towards sin and 
death. Again, St. Paul: “Be not deceived, God is not mocked; a man will surely reap whatever he sows. If he sows in the field of the 
flesh, he will reap from it a harvest of corruption.”  What else would we call the secular world around us but a ‘harvest of 
corruption.’  Why would we invite this corruption into the Church? This is the great error being found in the 
misguided attempts of false compassion and pseudo-irenicism with the world. But there is hope. God’s word is a 
seed, and the ground in which the seed is planted is man’s heart. If we allow God’s word of mercy and His Holy 
Spirit of reconciliation to take root in our hearts, we are able to reap everlasting life. The Church must be converted 
from here. Not there. Not in that person or the other, but in me. For this we need a strong protector, and so we call 
upon God to uproot the weeds of error and the poison of worldliness in our own hearts. It must be the Lord who 
will do this, for sure. However, we must beg for it and cooperate with Him in accomplishing this in our own 
present situation. If we hold onto the weeds of worldliness, how can the Lord pull them up to purify us? If we 
harbor the sins of the flesh in our hearts, in the very stronghold we call upon the Lord to protect, how can He 
defend us? This is why prayer must always be accompanied by fasting in one form or another. We must cooperate 
in the purification of the temple that God wants to enact in us. 
 
The reality is that if we don’t let God into our hearts, we cannot last. The prayer continues, “Thy Church cannot 
continue in safety without thee!”  We are not self-sufficient. The world needs God. Humanity needs God. We all need 
God in order to be saved. Therefore, what is required of us is to submit. This is the hardest part for us who are so 
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accustomed to autonomy and the exaltation of personal liberty. In the end, if we are to be saved, we must submit to 
this higher power that has authority over us – yes, the One who has the authority to show us the right way and to 
admonish us against the wrong; the authority that requires obedience even when it seems to go against our 
concupiscence and our habitual proclivities.  We need to be governed. The prayer concludes, “may [thy church] ever 
be governed by thy goodness.” Pope Benedict XVI used to always repeat this theme and boldly proclaimed many 
times that by submitting to God, we find our freedom.  At the Mass inaugurating his pontificate, he said, “If we let 
Christ into our lives, we lose nothing, nothing, absolutely nothing of what makes life free, beautiful and great. No! Only in this 
friendship are the doors of life opened wide. Only in this friendship is the great potential of human existence truly revealed. Only in this 
friendship do we experience beauty and liberation.” To be governed is not an evil as some would make it out to be. We are 
governed one way or another. Either we are governed by God, or we are governed by another who is less than God. 
Which is better? Idolatry is the fatal error of inviting something less than the Supreme Good to govern us. 
Humanity has been doing this since time began. Adam and Eve were governed by their appetites to choose 
disobedience, and it led to death. The Israelites went after false gods even after they had seen God’s mighty works, 
and it led to exile. The Pharisees were governed by their pride and the false god of works of the law, and it led to 
destruction of the temple. What are we governed by? What moves us? Who directs our actions and choices? There 
is a famous definition of insanity as doing the same thing over and over, but expecting different results. For 
humanity, the world, and our souls not to go insane, we must stop the cycle of idolatry and anarchy and submit to 
the Good God. The Christian is called to be governed by the truth of God’s goodness, Jesus Christ, who suffered 
and died for us and who rose from the dead to break the cycle.  
 
This is the prayer the Church makes today. We can make it our own and be transformed by it. The Lord does not 
desire the death of the sinner, but rather they he be converted and live. Mother Church is mourning so many souls 
dead or moribund in our day. But like the widow of Nain, she does not mourn without hope. We know the power 
of Jesus Christ to raise souls from the dead. We know the power of God to quicken the souls of those whose hearts 
are far from Him. We know this power through God’s sacraments that “safeguard and ever defend us against the attacks of 
the evil one,” as we will pray shortly in the secret prayer in the offertory.  
 
Fortified by this hope, then, let us rejoice today in the Living God whose mercy endures forever! 
 
May Jesus Christ be praised! 
 


