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1] When you were young, how often did you imagine
that you could attempt something new; try your hand
at some particular skill, only to find you had to ask an
adult to help? Look at the disciples in this morning’s
gospel, trying their hand at an exorcism, only to
discover that it was beyond their abilities. We might
judge them as we might compare the amateur with
the professional.

2] And then, Our Lord appears and deals with the
demonically-oppressed child immediately with the
ease of an expert. And then, with the deepest spiritual
knowledge and perception, inherent in His divinity ~
well beyond the experience of His disciples at this
stage ~ he says, ‘This kind never comes out except
by prayer and fasting.’

3] We have just begun a time of prayer and fasting,
the Dormition fast. We are doing this to share, for a
while, in the ascetic life, the life that binds the old
Adam in his proper place. We are doing this, entering
into spiritual warfare with the ego and its incessant,
never-satisfied, demands. We are doing this to set
our focus on Christ Himself, diverting our gaze for a
time, away from ourselves.

4] What joy, after all, is to be drawn from a feast if
there be no preparation? What spiritual delight can be
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taken in a high day, if the days preceding are just the
same? For similar reasons we fast before daring to
receive Holy Communion, for receiving the Holy Gifts
is utterly different, when compared with anything else
we might consume.

5] Next time you are surfing the Internet you might

wish to look up a comic monologue called The
Bricklayer's Lament. On 4th December 1958, the
musician and cartoonist, Gerard Hoffnung addressed
the Oxford Union. In his speech he presents them
with a fictional letter from a bricklayer to his
employers, requesting sick-leave and describing what
happens when lifting a barrel of bricks with a rope and


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zZUJLO6lMhI
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pulley to the top of a building, and then experiencing
what he calls a sudden absence of mind. You can
imagine what happened and it is, indeed, very funny
and well worth listening to.

6] How important it is for us to keep focussed, to
have presence of mind, not least when driving your
car, as you can be charged, under the Law, with
driving without care or attention, quite rightly.
Furthermore, for us in our spiritual lives, we are to
have the heart and mind set and focused on Christ.
Not least, in the Liturgy, when the deacon calls out,
Let us attend! For the human mind, the nous, not
being bound by the heart, is like a dog we take for a
walk in the woods. As long as he is attached by the
lead, he is at our side, walking obediently along a
woodland path. But as soon as he is unleashed, the
dog runs everywhere, sniffing out anything new with
careless abandon. How like the human mind!

7] We have only to look at the once great national
institutions and services of this country to see what
happens when focus is lost. When alien ideas with
hidden agendas take hold of organisations and public
services, we begin to witness the capture and
repurposing of their original enterprise. The National
Trust is a case in point, declining in membership, as
it has lost its focus on preserving the heritage of fine
buildings and landscapes of this country, in favour of
promoting highly suspect social, and even political,
movements.



8] Soitis that we can take warning, refocussing and
guarding the spiritual trust and treasure that God has
entrusted to us. Let us attend to what the blessed
apostles says to the Corinthians ~ and to us ~ this
morning: ‘To the present hour we hunger and thirst,
we are ill clad and buffeted and homeless; and we
labour, working with our own hands. When reviled, we
bless; when persecuted, we endure; when slandered,
we try to conciliate; we have become, and are now,
as the refuse of the world...’

9] One would have thought that having endured all
that, St Paul might have lost, at least for a time, his
own presence of mind. But no, his focus is all on
Christ; he even calls himself a fool for Christ’'s sake.
Such was the cost to an apostle of Christ in
establishing the gospel; in being the founding-fathers
of the churches.

10] But what would happen if those churches were
then to lose their focus on Christ? We know what has
happened to many of the heterodox, endued with the
spirit of the age; diverted along the wide road of the
current social trends of the elite classes. Enter by the
narrow gate,’ says Our Lord. ‘For wide is the gate and
broad is the way that leads to destruction, and there
are many who go in by it.” [Matt 7:13]

11] But the temptation is there for us, the Orthodox,
too. It is right and proper for churches to defend a
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nation’s integrity and promote its Christian culture, but
if we lose our focus on Christ, we can fall into the
heresy of Phyletism: an exclusive nationalism that
works against the spread of the gospel.

12] For this reason, in our own spiritual warfare we
arm ourselves with prayer. In all circumstances, for
example, we have the Jesus Prayer at hand, the
prayer of the heart, where we try, as it were, to put the
dog back on the lead; to bring the mind down into the
heart, focussing there on Christ. We may do that,
perhaps at a set time each day, or occasionally, at
any time we wish, in order to withdraw from the noise,
distractions and temptations that beset us during the
day.

13] When we consider the great commission and
apostolic mandate that we have received (cf Matt
28:18-20) the same focus, the same presence of
mind, must be central to all the Orthodox jurisdictions,
iIn each archdiocese, in all our parishes.

We cannot proclaim the gospel merely to fill our
church buildings. It is wonderful to have a growing
congregation, but that is not an aim in itself.

14] We prepare catechumens in the Orthodox way,
instructing them in the Orthodox Faith, in Orthodox
liturgical practice, and in the Orthodox way of life. Yet
we do that, not merely to fill churches for the sake of
it: that was not His command. We have been
commanded to bring them to Christ, Christ the
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Saviour, the authentic, Orthodox Christ, and to focus
on Him.

15] At the end of today’s gospel, Our Lord Himself
sets His mind, His own focus, on the whole Divine
purpose of His incarnation: the resurrection and the
trampling down of Death. Our focus is to be on what
we hear read from St Matthew at every service of
Baptism: ‘Go therefore and make disciples of all the
nations, baptising them in the name of the Father and
of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, teaching them to
observe all things that | have commanded you; and
lo, | am with you always, even to the end of the age.’
[Matt 28:19-20]



