
 

1 

HOMILY FOR THE FEAST OF PENTECOST (2025) - 150th 

Anniversary of St Thomas of Canterbury Catholic Church, Canterbury 

 

Dear brothers and sisters in Christ 

 

We gather on this glorious solemnity of Pentecost, in this beautiful 

parish church of St Thomas of Canterbury, to celebrate 150 years of 

faithful witness in the heart of this historic city. I greet each of you in 

the name of the Risen and Ascended Lord Jesus who today sends his 

Holy Spirit anew upon his Church. 

 

Today, is a day of holy fire, igniting the flame of faith. A day of divine 

exhalation and human inhalation. A day of renewal and divine 

encounter through God the Holy Spirit. Pentecost is not simply an 

event of the past. It is a present and pressing reality. In a sense, the 

Church is always in a state of Pentecost and every disciple is in a state 

of Pentecost. The Holy Spirit is constantly being breathed into us, so 

that we might breathe out and live a new kind of life. Without the Holy 

Spirit, says St Paul, no one can say that Jesus is the Lord. (1 Cor 12:3) 

When we do not know how to pray properly, he says, the Holy Spirit 

prays within us with sighs too deep for words. (Rom 8:26) 

 

My friends, the same Holy Spirit who came in wind and flame upon 

the disciples, comes upon us today: to kindle within us the fire of 

God’s love and to anoint us for mission. 

 

This parish church, built in 1875, emerged from the faith of a people 

longing to be visibly and sacramentally present in Canterbury, the 

cradle of English Christianity. When built, The Times newspaper 

described the Church as “small and unpretending.” I prefer humble 
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and unpretentious – not unlike your parish priest. With the Hierarchy 

of the Catholic Church only re-established after the Reformation in 

1850, just twenty-five years later this House of God was constructed. 

Despite minor blast damage from the ‘Baedeker Blitz’ of 1942, the 

Church was extended towards Canterbury Lane in 1962, and 

reordered after the Second Vatican Council. For 150 years, generations 

have made their spiritual home here, nourished by Word and 

Sacrament, finding the solace of God’s love and mercy and marking 

the significant milestones of Christian living and dying.  

 

Embedded in the entrance buttress, a statue of St Thomas Becket 

stands guard. He’s a perpetual reminder of the courage needed in the 

face of injustice. Today, we shall bless a new icon of your patron, 

written not just in paint and gold-leaf, but through prayer and 

pilgrimage, calling all who gaze upon it to holiness in imitation of 

Christ. 

 

In this icon, St Thomas is flanked by angels and shown bearing the 

wound of his martyrdom. He stands between heaven and earth, a 

bridge between the world of the pilgrim and the world of heaven. 

Beside him are Richard Sunieve and Mary of Rouen, witnesses to 

healing — one from physical suffering, the other from mental anguish. 

They are signs of the Church’s mission to bring wholeness and hope 

to the world, the mission too of this parish: to make real the healing 

and mercy of Jesus Christ through generous service in words and 

actions of love. In short, in this parish – you my dear brothers and 

sisters in Christ – are to be pilgrims of faith, beacons of hope, and 

ambassadors of love, both in this Jubilee year and into the future.  
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We find the reason for our hope in the scriptures we hear today, which 

are ablaze with the power of God. The Acts of the Apostles tells us the 

Holy Spirit comes like a rushing wind, with tongues of fire resting on 

each of the disciples. And then what happens to these disciples? Three 

essential effects: they speak; they go out; and they proclaim. “We hear 

them telling in our own tongues the mighty works of God” says Acts 

2:11. The miracle of Pentecost was not just the speaking of different 

languages — it was the confidence to announce the Gospel; it was the 

mission to call people to faith in the Lord Jesus.  

 

As many of you know, the relics of two saints are enshrined within 

this church. Those of St Thomas of Canterbury who was martyred 

defending the freedom of the Church. And those of St Óscar Romero, 

who was martyred proclaiming the truth of Christ in the face of 

oppression. Two Archbishops. Two martyrs. Two shepherds. Two 

faithful witnesses. 

 

Eight hundred and ten years separates these two martyrdoms. But 

what matters most is what unites them across the centuries. It was their 

shared zeal for the Gospel, their Spirit-filled courage to speak the truth 

in faithfulness to Christ, their commitment to love as he loved. The 

same Holy Spirit who sustained Becket and Romero is given to us today. 

This is what the Lord Jesus promised: “The Holy Spirit” he said ... “will 

teach you all things and bring to your remembrance all that I have said 

to you.” (Jn 14:26) With Thomas and Oscar, we share the anointing of 

the Spirit, the divine breath that animates our memory, empowers our 

proclamation, and fosters our unity. 

 

Pentecost is often called the Church’s birthday. But this feast is not just 

about the Church’s birth — it is about our rebirth. The Holy Spirit is not 
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a private flame to keep us warm — it is a consuming fire that drives 

us out. Why? Because we are anointed for mission and we must be reborn 

each day into this truth. 

 

This Parish Church has stood through wars, rebuilding, reform, and 

renewal. But its vibrant life of faith must never stand still. The Holy 

Spirit is the Lord and giver of life, and the Spirit’s life is something 

active and dynamic. As Pope St John Paul II said in 1982 when he 

visited Canterbury Cathedral, “We are sent ... to proclaim the Gospel, 

to serve one another, and to be reconciled as one body in Christ” 

(1982). That call has not changed. In fact, that active and dynamic call 

never changes.  

 

This new icon of your patron is both a window into heaven and 

a mirror for discipleship. The pilgrims at St Thomas’ feet represent us: 

the wounded; the searching; the hopeful. We’re not just asked to look 

at saints. We’re asked to become saints. The wounds of St Thomas 

Becket and St Óscar Romero, of Richard and Mary, symbolise the 

wounds of our world: of violence, division and fear; of injustice and 

disregard for the dignity of the human person. And yet, into this 

world, into our world today, the Holy Spirit breathes new life. 

 

St Paul reminds us: “You have received the Spirit of adoption, by 

whom we cry, ‘Abba! Father!’” (Rom. 8:15). The Spirit makes us sons 

and daughters of God, heirs of the Kingdom, bearers of hope in a 

world groaning for redemption. What, then, might evangelisation - the 

witness and sharing of the Gospel - look like in this parish? 

 

It looks like homes becoming schools of prayer; families keeping 

Sunday holy; young people being taught not only to succeed in the 
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world, but to serve it; the elderly offering wisdom in humility and with 

patience; and the Church being truly one body in Christ. 

It looks like this parish opening its doors to the poor, the lonely, and 

the marginalised and excluded. It looks like healing offered sensitively 

and prayerfully to those wounded in body and mind. It looks like our 

ecumenical brothers and sisters welcomed and embraced, just as Pope 

St John Paul II embraced Archbishop Runcie in Canterbury Cathedral; 

a gesture that cried out to the world, “That all may be one.” 

 

It looks like people going out from this very church to be “Christ’s 

light” in homes, schools, workplaces, and streets: proclaiming with 

their lives that Jesus is Lord. 

 

Dear friends, your Church is not a museum of saints. It’s a living 

inspiration to holiness. It is not the privileged place for the perfect. It’s 

a hospital for sinners. It is not a sanctuary from the world. It’s a 

launchpad for mission.  

 

So, let us open our hearts again to the fiery Spirit of Pentecost. Let the 

breath of God stir our courage. Let the flame of the Spirit burn away 

our fear. May this church — on its 150th anniversary — not simply 

look back with gratitude, but look forward with hope and confidence. 

 

And may God the Holy Spirit bless this church, and its people. May 

God draw people to himself here, through the intercession of St 

Thomas of Canterbury and St Óscar Romero. May we be the 

generation that hears the Lord Jesus say: “As the Father sent me, so I am 

sending you”— and replies in return, “yes, here I am, send me, send us!” 
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Come, Holy Spirit. Fill the hearts of your faithful people and kindle in 

us the fire of your love. Lord, send forth your Spirit and we shall be 

created, and you will renew the face of the earth – the face of this 

parish, the face of our hearts, the face of our city, country, and world. 

Alleluia! Alleluia! Amen. 


