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Homily for 10/2/22 28th Sun. O. T., Year C Very Rev. J. David Carter, JCL, JV 

 
In the year 327, St. Helen, the mother of the first Christian Emperor, Constantine, undertook a pilgrimage to the 
Holy Land. There she found and preserved many relics of the faith, including the very Cross used to crucify our 
Lord Jesus Christ. She brought pieces of the True Cross and many other relics back with her to Rome so that the 
people of the Imperial City could venerate them. However, to build a place worthy to house these holy relics, a solid 
foundation was required. This was supplied by means of a ship loaded with dirt from Jerusalem that was brought 
back with them and laid out over the place where the relic chapel was built. This sacred foundation of soil from the 
Holy Land became a sort of extension of the Holy Land into Rome. Pilgrims who couldn’t make the arduous travel 
to Jerusalem could now set foot in this sacred plot of land and receive the same graces as making a pilgrimage to the 
Holy Land. That is why to this day the church is called Santa Croce in Gerusalemme, or The Church of the Holy 
Cross in Jerusalem, even though the Church is in Rome, and Rome is in Italy. But Saint Helen was not the first to 
do something like this. 
 
In the first reading from the Book of Kings, we hear about the cure of Naaman the Syrian from his leprosy by 
following the command of Elisha the prophet to bathe seven times in the River Jordan. In the story we hear that he 
tries to give some remuneration to the Prophet Elisha as a way of giving thanks. Elisha, of course, rejects it, because 
that would somehow imply that it was he who had cured Naaman when it was, in fact, the power of God most 
high. When this attempt to offer payment failed, Naaman did something quite significant. He took up a load of dirt, 
two mule loads in fact, to take back with him to Syria.  
 
In the ancient world, the place of the sacrifice was just as important as the God to whom one made the sacrifice. 
Location matters. Even to this day the Jewish people of the diaspora retain the custom of praying in the direction of 
Jerusalem. It is displayed in the home or synagogue by means of the mizrah, a plaque that denotes the direction of 
Israel. For the Jewish people, the land was part of their identity, because it had been given to them by God as part 
of His covenant with them. This was the land flowing with milk and honey promised to them as they left Egypt and 
slavery. Thus, it was the proper place for them to offer their sacrifices and prayers to God. Naaman, by the miracle 
of his cure from leprosy, had been converted to the worship of the One True God, the God of Abraham, Isaac and 
Jacob, the God that was worshipped in the Land of Israel. Thus, he wanted to take this load of soil from the Land 
so that he might transplant it into a foreign land and thus conduct true worship of the one true God as if he were in 
Israel. But what Naaman the Syrian did would be mystically fulfilled in the heart of every Christian believer who is 
bathed, not in the waters of an earthly river of an earthly land, but in the living waters of baptism into the Kingdom 
of heaven. This happens by means of the Sacrament of Baptism.  
 
Naaman’s cleansing was a prefigurement of the sacrament of Baptism which Jesus instituted in the New Covenant 
when he was baptized by John in the same river as Naaman. Through baptism, the one bathed is cleansed of the 
leprosy of sin that leads to death. There is a new creation that takes place. It is commonly called new birth or being 
reborn, regenerated. The river of blood and water that flowed from the pierced side of Christ waters the land of the 
soul and transforms it into the land of the New and Eternal Kingdom of God. In the New and Eternal Covenant in 
Jesus Christ, by means of the bath of regeneration that is Baptism, the soil of heaven is transplanted into the soul of 
the believer. It is not just two mule-loads of this land, or even a ship load, but rather a share in the very Spirit that is 
God. Jesus told Nicodemus in the Gospel of John, “Unless you are born of water and the spirit you cannot enter 
the Kingdom of God” (John 3:5) The earthly temple that had sanctified the people of the Old Covenant was 
destroyed, and the land was taken from them. But it has now given way for the eternal homeland and the heavenly 
temple that is re-made in the interior intimacy of each Christian’s soul. This is done so that we might worship God 
in Spirit and in Truth, no matter our geographical location. Through the soil of heaven planted in our hearts, God 
allows us to offer the spiritual sacrifices on the consecrated ground of heaven within. This is the literal heart and 
soul of Christian worship.  
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When we enter a church building, consecrated to the honor of God, it is only an image, a reflection of that which 
dwells in the hearts of every believer. We enter the sacred and consecrated space of a church building to remind 
ourselves that we are the living stones of the new and eternal temple, not made by human hands but by God. The 
spirit that dwells within us is our anticipated share in the eternal glory of heaven. The regenerated soul of the 
Christian is the new garden of Eden, the New and Everlasting Kingdom, the Promised Land, the Heavenly 
Jerusalem. And it is closer to you than the Holy Land was to the people who dwelt there. The soul of the believer 
has now become the sacred temple in which God is worshipped. It is there, in the interior of our hearts, that we 
offer the sacrifice of a clean conscience by repentance, penances and fasting. It is there that we offer the sacrifice of 
praise, the sweet fragrance of praise that rises like incense in the presence of God. Christian prayer is not meant to 
be mere lip service. It requires the affect of the soul to be joined to the words of the mouth. We not only bend the 
knee, but we bend the heart in the presence of God.  
 
Naaman the Syrian had to follow the command of Elisha the prophet to experience the cleansing of his leprosy. For 
the Christian, we must follow the command of Jesus Christ to love one another even as He has loved us for the 
cleansing to take root. This love must be experienced in the heart, in the sacred soil of the soul. I invite you this 
Sunday to make the examination of your heart. Have you worshiped God in Spirit and Truth in the sacred soil 
planted in your heart at Baptism? Have you kept it clean and holy by keeping His commandments? Have you 
weeded the garden through a good examination of conscience and confession? Have you allowed it to be cultivated 
and cared for so that it may receive the Word of God, and let it germinate unto the fruitfulness for which we were 
made? Every time we enter this church, we are like the prophet Simeon who came to the temple day and night. 
Every time we receive Communion and hold Christ in our body we can can sing Simeon’s canticle, “Now you let 
your servant go in Peace, Your word has been fulfilled.” Do you receive Holy Communion with proper devotion 
and attentiveness, allowing God-become-food to enter into this sacred place and take up His place on His throne as 
King of our heart? “If today you hear his voice, harden not your hearts.” “Lift high the ancient portals, let him 
enter, the King of Glory.” 


