
31st Sunday (A)                                                       5th November 2017 

‘Love in Action: practise what you preach’ 

Mal 1–2: you have caused many to stumble by your teaching  

Ps 130: O Lord, my heart is not proud 

1Thess 2: we were eager to hand over our whole lives …  

Mt 23:1–12: don’t be guided by what they do: they don’t practise what they preach 

No doubt tonight/last night — whether or not you attend(ed) 

a fireworks display — you’ll be conscious of its being the 

weekend of Bonfire Night, the infamous 5th November.  

And maybe you’ve been watching the very topical drama 

‘Gunpowder’ which dramatizes those events from 1605.  

The protagonists are under intense persecution, and witness 

the martyrdom of a number of their Catholic-family 

members.  It’s somewhat understandable that some of them  

are drawn to seek a violent means to end their sufferings, 

and to put into effect the ‘Gunpowder Plot.’  But of course 

these murderous intents don’t match the faith that these 

Catholics profess.  And their spiritual leader, Jesuit Father 

Henry Garnet, repeatedly counsels them against any plots 

involving killing as being against the faith.  Despite his not 

being involved in the Gunpowder Plot, and having actively 

dissuaded the plotters, in the months that followed the 5th 

November discovery, Fr Garnet was pursued along with 

many other leading Catholics, and eventually imprisoned 

and executed in May 1606.  In this matter of the 

Gunpowder Plot, Fr Garnet was fully aware of the need to 

‘practise what one preaches.’  He knew that, as a priest of 

Jesus Christ, he could not and would not have anything 

whatever to do with murderous reprisals and fatal plots.  In 

his mind, for anyone who professes Christianity there has to 

be a unity of thought, belief and practice.  He would not 

countenance anyone, howsoever persecuted, taking up arms 

with an intention to kill and maim; that would be hypocrisy.   

Jesus Himself reserves some particularly harsh 

criticism for the Pharisees in today’s Gospel passage from 

Matthew.  “Do what they tell you,” He says, “and listen to 

what they say; but do not so be guided by what they do: 

since they do not practise what they preach.”  Jesus 

recognised that they had a sound understanding of the Law, 

and taught well the external observance of the Jewish faith, 

but, as it says in another place, “Their hearts are far from 

me.”  This was something Jesus was determined to put right 



amongst His followers … that life and faith must be in 

accordance with one another: that we must “practise what 

we preach;” that we must not only think and know what is 

right, but also do what is right; that our actions must flow 

from our faith, and express our faith.  Let’s hear the words 

of Jesus again: “They do not practise what they preach.  

They tie up heavy burdens and lay them on men’s 

shoulders, but will they lift a finger to move them?  Not 

they!”  This cannot be our attitude, and although we cannot 

solve all of the world’s problems — all the assaults on 

human dignity — in one go, or as one parish, yet that 

doesn’t absolve us of the Gospel duty to act where we can.   

Over the past 6 weeks we have heard some powerful 

teaching of the Church about our God-given dignity as His 

beloved human creation, spiritual and immortal, and the 

duty we therefore have to live this irrevocable dignity 

through the way we care for Creation, and the ways in 

which we ‘love our neighbour.’  These teachings, including 

the need to build community and combat loneliness, to have 

a special concern for the poor, to strive for dignified 

conditions for workers, and to be peacemakers — all these 

demand not just that we know the theory, but that we put 

them into practice.  When Jesus asks us to ‘practise what 

we preach,’ He is commanding that we act, not that we sit 

back and say we understand His teachings.   

Hopefully, through the themes of the past 6 weeks 

you have been reminded of the urgency of our Christian 

duty; to ‘practise what we preach.’  So I now invite you 

now to the culmination of the ‘Love in Action’ programme. 

This Tuesday evening, in the crypt, we will be thinking 

together about what action, or actions, we as a parish ought 

to be taking.  Once again our local Caritas worker, Una, 

who is based in Waltham Cross, will be coming to help 

guide our discussions, and help us towards some decisions.  

We don’t want to take on more than we can truly sustain, 

but also doing nothing is not an acceptable response to Jesus 

with the plethora of social, spiritual and emotional needs 

around us.  Please come and be involved in this discussion, 

to help move our parish into a place where we can truly 

claim that we are living our Christian ‘love in action.’   


