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The parish is the furnace of God’s unquenchable love – A homily for 

Trinity XVII 

Numbers 11.4–6,10–16,24–29 
James 5.13–20 
Mark 9.38–50 
 
During the last few weeks, I have received several emails from clergy 

asking me to vote for them in the upcoming elections to General 

Synod. This is new to me. The overt politics of some of the election 

addresses read like the bizarre complaints of the Israelites in our first 

reading, bewailing the lack of meat, fish, cucumbers, melons, leeks, 

onions and garlic in the desert. My initial bewilderment, however, was 

overturned by reading addresses that spoke sensitively about the life 

of the Church of England, not least the importance of the parish. This 

felt more like manna from heaven. What resonated was how they 

defended the vocation of the parish church not just to the gathered 

congregation, but also to all who live within the parish boundaries and 

exist on its margins. 

Whether they know it or not, everyone in this country has a parish 

church where they are entitled to spiritual care and sustenance. And 

it is the duty and joy of every parish church, or at least it should be, to 

welcome everyone with Christ’s radical hospitality, irrespective of 

whether they are Christian or not. In fact, the vocation of the parish 



2 
 

church goes further than this. It is called to champion all who work for 

the good of humanity, even outside the church. 

We find this echoed in today’s Gospel. When the disciples complain to 

Jesus that someone has been casting out demons in his name but does 

not follow them, Jesus corrects their narrow perspective. Whoever is 

not against us, he says, is with us. Then, as now, the disciples do not 

have the monopoly on God’s grace. But Jesus goes further. The 

disciples should also be ready to accept a cup of water from anyone 

who, though an outsider, recognizes the presence of Christ in them. 

This expresses a central paradox of our faith. The more closely we 

follow Christ, the more we must open ourselves to how Christ’s 

generosity escapes all confines and comes to us from unexpected 

directions. This is challenging, especially if we have become arrogant 

and inward looking in our religion. 

Here Jesus uses a striking image. He says everyone will be salted with 

fire. This fusion of salt and fire is rich with symbolic meaning. Salt 

seasons, salt purifies, salt preserves. And so too does fire. Let me 

consider these three properties a bit more. 

First, as Christ’s disciples, we are seasoned by fire. Christ’s insistence 

that his disciples acknowledge outsiders as capable of bearing the 

lamp of the Gospel means our faith is true to the extent we allow 

ourselves to be enriched by whomsoever we meet. This is to be 

seasoned by the fire of God’s love; a love that dances in human hearts, 
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brightens human faces, shines out in genuine fellowship, dispels 

darkness to reveal the truth of things and roars with a compassionate 

warmth which nothing can extinguish, not betrayal, not suffering, not 

crucifixion, not death.  

Second, as those baptised in Christ, we are purified by fire. Here again 

we encounter the paradox of our faith – it is not just the more closely 

we follow Christ, the more we must open to all others. Such open 

generosity is also searing in its demand. It challenges us to change, to 

grow, to allow all that is cold in us to melt, all that is selfish to be burnt 

away. This explains Jesus’s blistering words in today’s Gospel. To 

profess to carry the flame of Christ’s love but refuse to share it is to 

attempt to limit the unquenchable fire of God’s love. Love cannot 

countenance that anyone should suffer the torment of attempting to 

limit love in this way. And so Jesus salts with fire. It would be better, 

he says, to have a millstone hung around our necks and be thrown into 

the sea; to cut off our ungenerous hand, our violent foot; gorge out 

our unkind eye. This language burns but only to open us again to love's 

limitlessness. And let us not forget, they are said by one who 

undergoes the fire of suffering on the cross for the sake of humanity. 

We are seasoned by fire, purified by fire and, third, as anointed with 

the Spirit of Christ, we are preserved by fire. Here we come again to 

the significance of the parish. For the parish church is uniquely suited 

to preserving a humanity transformed in the crucible of love. This 
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arises from the parish’s tangible commitment to a particular place and 

set of people: never to run away and hide, never to shut its doors. 

Even when things get difficult, we stay put, hearts aflame, responsible 

to and for each other, ready to affirm all who carry the torch of human 

dignity. At the foundation of the parish lies the conviction that we 

catch fire with God’s love by being alongside others who aren’t going 

anywhere. It is when people know that we will always be there no 

matter what, ready to be held to account by them, that they share 

themselves, speak their minds, face their difficulties, heal, and 

become salted with fire. Through its slow burning steadfastness, the 

parish fulfills the prayer we heard Moses utter: would that all the 

Lord’s people were prophets! 

Here at All Saints, we often witness how such prophets arrive from 

outside the church: parents of a newborn child demanding the church 

be a place of unqualified welcome and joy amid a fragile world 

whatever their own doubts about God; couples asking the church be 

true to the God who is love by blessing the love they share however 

much their relationship may challenge theological norms; those who 

mourn seeking out the church’s offer of hope and consolation amid 

heartbreak whatever their faith or the faith of the one they have lost; 

the housebound elderly keeping vigil for human contact amid isolation 

while hearing church bells ring; those who are rejected or wracked by 

guilt drawn to the wisdom and promise of healing placed into the 
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church's care; young people with disabilities inspiring the church to 

celebrate their dignity as made in God’s image and learn from them 

what it means to be human. 

Whether located by the sea like All Saints or not, these type of 

encounters are the saltiness of parish life. They find their fulfilment in 

what lies at the heart of every parish church at the heart of every 

community: worship centred on the Eucharist. To paraphrase the 

Letter to the Hebrews, it is in the constant witness of the parish 

Eucharist that we receive and give thanks for a kingdom that cannot 

be shaken. Here we offer God acceptable worship. The salt offerings 

of our encounters are lifted up in reverence and awe only to draw 

down the consuming fire of God's love and be transformed into the 

living flame of Christ’s presence. Like a cup of water given in kindness 

to a thirsty disciple, the flaming coals of Christ’s body and blood are 

placed in our mouths without burning so that we may receive him and 

all whom he sends and be seasoned, purified and preserved by the 

unquenchable fire of God’s love. 


