
12th Sunday in Ordinary Time 

 Gospel of St. Luke 9:18-24 

Several years ago, I read a very detailed book on the Blessed Mother’s apparitions in Lourdes, France. 

The book, Lourdes: Body and Spirit in a Secular Age, written by Ruth Harris, a scholarly woman (and not 

Christian), described the impact these apparitions had on French society in the 19th century. The French 

Revolution in the late 18th and early 19th centuries decimated the Catholic Church’s wealth, prestige, and 

influence in that country. The rest of the 19th century saw secular French governments trying to impose what 

could not be imposed, and Catholic monarchists trying to restore what could not be restored. 

Throughout this 19th Century, Catholic devotional life and influence began to resurface and expand 

albeit differently than before the revolution. Many new religious orders flourished and God raised up great 

saints like St. John Vianney, St. Bernadette, and several others all over France. There were also many alleged 

apparitions of the Blessed Mother throughout this century in France, but only Lourdes maintained its 

influence throughout these past 150+ years. 

According to the book’s author, the apparitions at Lourdes had more significant influence years later 

when Catholic parishes and organizations throughout France (and eventually the world) began the process of 

bringing the sick and suffering by the thousands to Lourdes on pilgrimage.  The urgency of bringing so many 

sick, diseased and suffering people to Lourdes required extensive planning and funding. These huge logistical 

challenges created what both the secular French state and the institutional church could not begin to imagine. 

The concerted efforts of French Catholics to transport the sick to Lourdes required collaboration and 

organization from every level of Catholic society. Through these efforts and collaboration, ordained and laity 

worked together. Men and women worked together, rich, working class, and poor worked together; healthy 

and sick worked together; young and elderly worked together. These pilgrimages responding to Lourdes broke 

down social divisions existing in French society and French Catholicism forming a unified human effort to care 

for the sick.  

These pilgrimages not only impacted the lives of the pilgrims and those planning these journeys. They 

impacted the entire French society. In Ms. Harris’ words, “The sick and the caregivers bonded through touch, 

consolation and care.  Lourdes made the disgusting elevating and brought the hidden into the open. The rich 

acted like servants, and servants were tended by the rich” (the last shall be first and the first shall be last?).   

The pilgrimages “therefore provide a window on to a world that sought to counter the blandishments 

of the (French secular) republic. The pilgrimage to Lourdes reveals how deep the vision of Christian collectivity 

went for both priests and lay pilgrims… Charity went beyond good works or giving money, and was invested in 

touching and consoling the most vulnerable. Faith was expressed through the body: how the sufferers 

conducted themselves, how others in turn treated and cared for them, was the most perfect expression of the 

spirituality they sought.” 

St. Paul writes the Galatians that is exactly what baptism should look like. “There is neither Jew nor 

Greek, there is neither slave nor free person, there is not male or female, for you are all one in Christ Jesus.” 

For St. Paul, the old barriers to communion created by social divisions collapse in baptism and one renewed 

and creative community emerges united to the Risen Body of Christ.  



Perhaps few of the thousands that were transported to Lourdes and immersed in the waters were 

miraculously cured. But tens of thousands of the sick experienced a solidarity of kindness and humbling 

service on their behalf. This may have been the first time many of them received any level of care and 

affection. Thousands upon thousands of care givers and other supporters came to realize more about their 

own true identity and depth of the human spirit through these pilgrimages. The more they poured themselves 

out in loving service, the more their true identity became clear. 

This model did not come from official church directives, but rather from Catholic piety nurtured by 

devotion to the Blessed Mother, and fueled by her apparitions in Lourdes. Their only intention may have been 

to get the sick to Lourdes. But their efforts doing so allowed a fresh image of Catholicism to emerge 

throughout France. This is how the Holy Spirit moves in the life of the church, often in the church’s most 

challenging if not darkest times. This is why we can expect the Holy Spirit to be moving in the church again 

today, even if we are not always aware of how the Spirit is exactly working in the Church. 

The Lord Jesus calls us to pick up our cross daily and follow him and to prepare to lose ourselves in 

order to find ourselves. The Lourdes experience displays the truthfulness of his words, and the power of his 

life in us through our baptism. 

 This Jubilee Year of Mercy offers us the same opportunity to transform the Catholic community and 

the wider society as well. The call to the spiritual and corporal works of mercy have the same power now they 

had in the 19th Century healing French society. They have the same power now as they have had throughout 

the 2000+ years of Christian life in our world. 

We are told constantly that the church is considered irrelevant, and we need to make the church 

relevant again. We all too often look for some elaborate plan or social media solutions to make this happen. 

But French Catholics discovered in the late 1800’s that simple works of mercy, touching the many wounds of 

our world are far more effective and far more worthwhile. The corporal and spiritual works of mercy seem far 

too simple and ordinary to be that effective.  

Pope Francis may be ridiculed for promoting such simple ways of reigniting the church’s mission and 

transforming the wider society as well. But the simplicity should not deceive us to believing they are lacking in 

power and authority.  The Holy Father reminds us, “Mercy is the very foundation of the Church’s life. All of her 

pastoral activity should be caught up in the tenderness she makes present to believers; nothing in her 

preaching and in her witness to the world can be lacking in mercy. The Church’s very credibility is seen in how 

she shows merciful and compassionate love. The Church has an endless desire to show mercy.”  

While the Lord commits His Church to all the works of mercy, every Catholic need only choose one and 

begin the work in your own home, neighborhood, workplace, school, or other gathering of humanity. This 

needs to begin with prayer and draw in wisdom, and a generous heart. You need not have all the answers or 

any answers. You see a need, pray about your response, and then respond with God’s love. 

Maybe you have a gift to visit the sick, or for prison ministry or to comfort those who grieve the loss of 

a loved one. Maybe you have some time to volunteer in the St. Vincent’s Soup Kitchen, The Sacred Heart/St 

Dominic food pantry, or Preble Street. Maybe you can teach the uninformed, provide solidarity to those 

struggling with addiction, or offer more time in prayer for the living and the dead. Any one of these great 



works embraced by every one of our faithful parishioners will go a long way to opening the church’s life and 

the wider society’s life to the transforming love of the Risen Savior.  

Pope Francis, “On the other hand, sad to say, we must admit that the practice of mercy is waning in the 

wider culture. In some cases the word seems to have dropped out of use. However, without a witness to 

mercy, life becomes fruitless and sterile, as if sequestered in a barren desert. The time has come for the 

Church to take up the joyful call to mercy once more. It is time to return to the basics and to bear the 

weaknesses and struggles of our brothers and sisters. Mercy is the force that reawakens us to new life and 

instils in us the courage to look to the future with hope.” 

 

   


