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Reading: John 17.6-19 
 
One of my greatest moans at school was that we played rugby in the autumn and spring terms 
when it was cold and the ground was wet, but always cricket and cross country in the summer 
term when there was a hint of Irish sunshine. Apart from the cold wet grass I liked rugby and 
my physical shape meant that the team captains liked to have me on their team and I got 
chosen early in the selection unlike my skinny friends! However, the tables were turned when 
it came to cricket and cross country – one I did not understand and the other involved way too 
much sustained energy. Of course, as the weekly humiliating ritual of dividing 50 boys into 
two teams for cricket or running began I knew I was not to be in the top 20 for either pursuit. 
As the group of those still to be chosen got smaller and smaller the captains would begin to 
moan about the specimens that were left. ‘Oh no, sir, not McFarland, he doesn’t know the 
rules of crickets and he walks most of the cross country route! Of course, cricket was taken 
too seriously at my school to allow the likes of me near the crease and so the cross-country 
captain was made to have me. Week after week there was no getting out of it, even I had to be 
chosen! 
 
The Apostle Matthias, whose festival we will celebrate tomorrow and whose selection we 
heard about in our first reading, is a man with a not dissimilar story to tell. Matthias is the 
person chosen by the apostles to replace Judas Iscariot. We do not know whether it had 
always been his ambition to be of the number of the Twelve; we do not know why he wasn’t 
chosen with the first batch of disciples. All that the Acts of the Apostles tells us is that he had 
been around from the time of John the Baptist and had remained with Jesus’ followers until 
the Ascension. And yet this Matthias, of whom we know so little, is the man called by God 
from the substitute’s bench to replace the traitor Judas and so to become an Apostle of Jesus 
Christ. 
 
But there is also an important distinction to be drawn between being the last to be chosen for 
a school team and being the last of the apostles to be called. At school it was the captain who 
chose the members of the team, egged-on by those whom he had already chosen. With 
Matthias, it is not the apostles who have the final say in his selection; they establish the 
criteria, they identify two possible candidates; but it is God who calls, not the apostles; it is 
God who chooses, not us. 
 



Now as we acknowledged last week this is such an important truth to grasp. So often, we tend 
to feel that in a culture which surrounds with so many possible choices, we have chosen God, 
we have chosen to become Christians, we have chosen to be ordained - as if God should be 
grateful for what we have done for him! Now this, surely, is an arrogance, which suggests 
that we know better than God, that we are in a position to decide whether we are a part of his 
team, or not. Yes, we are in a position to reject God’s call, to turn our back, to follow our own 
path. Matthias, himself, would have been free to refuse to walk the costly path of an apostle 
that, according to tradition, took him to preach the gospel in Ethiopia where in the end he was 
executed for his faith. But the decision we make is our response to God’s call, our response, 
not our initiative. We never begin the divine conversation, which is the life of discipleship; it 
is always God’s call, God’s promise, God’s love, God’s life, God’s initiative. 
 
Today we celebrate the liturgy with eyes turned towards Christ in his ascended glory at God’s 
right hand. But our worship is not merely about contemplating a vision of Christ which is 
removed and awesome. The Christ of the ascension is a Christ of triumph reigning in glory 
but he is nonetheless a Christ who is passionate about the mission which he has left to his 
disciples in the world. His concern is our concern. We work together for the unity of 
humankind through the Church and in the Church. It is for this unity that Christ offered 
himself as a sacrifice, prayed to the Father that our unity might reflect their unity, and sent his 
Holy Spirit. 
 
Within the Eucharist we must always be torn between a looking forward to the coming of 
Christ and a real sense that the Kingdom of God is breaking into the world and is already with 
us. If we can hold the two together then we will realise that the Kingdom of God must be a 
reality which we play our part in accomplishing in the here and now and not a dream or a 
fantasy for the final times. 
 
We acknowledged on Thursday when the Church celebrated Ascension Day that because 
Jesus lived and died as a human being and then was raised to new life by God, Jesus was able 
to take into the unity of the Godhead the totality of human existence. The Ascension opened 
the way for all believers to enter into and to share the life of God. And the mechanism, the 
go-between, the enabler of this mystical process which Jesus was praying for, is the Holy 
Spirit. Who else could bring about spiritual oneness with God but the Spirit of God Himself? 
 
The disciples have to understand that their own love of Jesus and knowledge of him are not 
just for their own benefit. These things that Jesus says to his disciples in John 13-17 are 
preparing the disciples for a time when they have to share Jesus’ responsibility for showing 
God’s truth to the world, with the help of the Spirit. 
 
The Ascension of our Lord into heaven is not the end of his presence in this world as we gaze 
upon the soles of his feet disappearing into a cloud. Jesus continues to teach, to forgive, to 
heal and to gather and call disciples together in a community of love and of service. He is 
with us through the Holy Spirit and we pass that on to other people through the mission of the 
Church in this world. We cannot pass on the love of God by just being in the world, by 
merely being a presence. The love of God is passed on through our actions and attitudes, in 
our work, in the love we show for other people and in the love and respect we show for the 
world which God created. 
 



May Christ who has ascended to God’s right hand in glory ever live to intercede for us as we 
work in his world and may he send us his Holy Spirit to strengthen us and to guide us. 
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