
The Irish writer, Frank O’Connor, in a memoir of his early life, recalls vividly the
night he finally decided to become a writer. He had lost his job and had no
money. His neighbours regarded him as a mad good-for-nothing. Nevertheless,
he gave his first public reading of something that he had written. He said to his
audience: ‘What mattered was the act of faith, the hope that somehow,
somewhere, I would be able to prove that I was neither mad nor a
good-for-nothing, because now I realised that whatever it might cost me, there
was no turning back. When as kids we came to an orchard wall that seemed
too high to climb, we took off our caps and threw them over the wall, and then
had no choice but to follow them. I had thrown my cap over the wall of life,
and I knew I must follow it, wherever it had fallen.’

Interestingly, President John F Kennedy, on the day before his assassination in
fact, drew on that story in concluding a speech at the Aerospace Medical
Health Centre in San Antonio, Texas. He said, ‘This nation (America) has tossed
its cap over the wall of space, and we have no choice but to follow it.’

In our first reading today, we met Elijah and Elisha. Their response to the call of
God was total, even in the face of danger. Elisha ruled out returning to his old
life by killing his oxen, burning his plough, and throwing a party. In the Gospel
we see the best example of looking forward with no possibility of return. Jesus
sets his face towards Jerusalem even though he was almost certainly aware
that rejection, betrayal and execution awaited him there. He would not be
deflected from that path. He gave an example to his followers of the kind of
dedication that is required in the kingdom of God. To those who came to him to
be his followers, he said such things as ‘No one who puts a hand to the plough
and looks back is fit for the kingdom of God.’ He is saying, if you wish to follow
me and build a straight future for yourself, you must give your undivided
attention to what you are doing. To look back suggests you are having second
thoughts or doubts.

In my years as a prison chaplain, I was often called upon to contribute to
prisoners’ sentence plans. Sometimes I was able to write a lot, especially if I
had worked closely with a prisoner, my chapel orderlies for example.
Sometimes I could write very little and for some I could make no contribution
at all. For those I knew well, what I most liked to write would include words
like this: ‘Joe is taking every opportunity to improve himself while he is here.
He is very focused on the future, and to creating a new life for himself. He
sincerely wants to leave in the past the old way of life that brought him here.’



This focusing on the future, and not looking back, not letting the past control
us, affects us all in one way or another, whatever our age or circumstances. It
is certainly true in the life of faith. In our second reading, Paul reminds his
readers what their new life in Christ requires. It means living by the Spirit,
letting the fruits of the Spirit be at the centre of our lives – such things as love,
peace, joy, patience, kindness, self-control, and the rest. Unfortunately, there
are Christians, Paul says, and the same will be true today, who keep looking
back to the old life and all its vices and compromises - the rivalries, the
jealousies, the quarrels, the selfishness, and so on. For some, sadly, it is all part
of a lifestyle that they have never really abandoned.

We all need the same sense of resolution and commitment as highlighted in
our readings today. Or as Frank O’Connor put it, to throw our hats over that
wall of life, and climb like mad, because there can be no turning back. So the
simple message is: put away the old life! Crucify the old man, the old you!
For, as Paul says elsewhere, you have died, and the life you now live is hidden
with Christ in God. You have been buried with him in baptism, by which also
you have been raised up with him through your faith in the power of God who
raised him from the dead. (Colossians 2: 12 & 3: 3).

Of course, this new life is not something that is created by a ritual or tradition.
It is a life that has to be lived, a journey that has to be followed. We come to
this Eucharist as a sign and a pledge that we wish to continue making this
journey, living the life that the Lord has called us to live, becoming part of a
renewed humanity that is capable of seeing the world and other people in the
world with freedom – as Rowan Williams has put it, freedom from
self-oriented, acquisitive habits, freedom from the unreal and insane world
that our financial systems, our advertising culture and our chaotic and
unexamined emotions encourage us to inhabit. Being Christian is a
counter-cultural, revolutionary undertaking that sits uncomfortably with much
of the ways and thinking of the world today. We must live in that world and
love that world, but without being tempted to copy it.

As we were reminded at Pentecost, we already have the Holy Spirit. But we
have to draw on the Spirit’s presence in our lives for our discipleship to be
effective. That is what Paul is urging us to do today, to be guided by the Spirit.
The Spirit is the life-giver, and without the Spirit there is no real life. As Jesus
outlines in today’s reading, there is a way of living which amounts to death. It
is a life that lacks integrity, commitment, and above all, love. That is
essentially what he meant in saying, ‘Leave the dead to bury their dead.’ He is



saying, let those who want to live that way stay that way. But to follow me is a
better way, a way to life.

It is the way of the Spirit, the Spirit that led Jesus through his ministry and on to
his destiny. And the hallmark and motivation of his ministry, his teaching, his
dealings with others, his works of healing, was love, a love that came from the
heart of God. The greatest gift that the Spirit gives us all is love, a love that is
inclusive and without conditions. Let us always be open to and want the
Spirit’s presence and guidance in our lives, so that however many years God
gives each of us to inhabit this planet, we may not simply have an existence but
a life.


