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Reflection 
 
 
 
 
13TH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR 
 
Readings:  I Kings 19: 16, 19 – 21 
  Gal. 5: 1, 13 – 18  
  Luke 9: 51- 62 
  Putting the hand to the plough and turning back … 

 
 

There’s a lot about ploughing in today’s Gospel. Being from a farming background, 
mention of the plough reminded me of my own father and of watching him 
ploughing. Watching him hold the plough firmly as it turned the rich earth sod.  His 
keen eye alert to the need to keep the furrow straight.  No looking back. The 
immense concentration. He had to be single-minded.  That is what Jesus is asking of 
us today in the Gospel – to put our hand to the plough without turning back. To keep 
moving forward. Single-mindedly.  
 

Just as the fishermen James and John were called to leave everything, so too the 
ploughman is called to leave everything and follow Jesus. It echoes the call of Elisha 
about whom we hear in the first reading. No room for hesitation, or doubt though 
they were facing into a totally unknown future. They were called to follow with 
complete trust, almost with abandon.  
 

We too are living in a moment of great uncertainty. The shock of the Brexit vote on 
Friday has created much uncertainty in our political and economic systems.  
 

As Christian communities too we are living a moment of great change in our Church. 
As is usual in a time of change the temptation is to keep looking back in nostalgia for 
how things were before.  The Gospel calls us to look forward. To keep our eye on 
Christ, to trust in where God’s Spirit is leading us now. To be single minded. 
 

It is clear that the future of our Church will be very different from what we have 
known before. For one thing we won’t have the same number of priests as before.  
We can see this as a disaster or as a new challenge.  

 
LEARNING FROM OUR HISTORY 
Perhaps sometimes we think the Church we have now was there since the time of St 
Patrick! But when we think about it we know this isn’t so. In fact down through the 
centuries there have been different expressions of the Church, different ways of 
being Church. The Irish Church, for example, was a monastic Church for many 
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centuries. The system of parishes and dioceses which we have now didn’t take hold 
until the 12th century. At times in our history there have few enough priests in 
Ireland. Yet the faith survived.  
 

I often think of how the monks or friars from places like Canon Island must have felt 
leaving their monastic Island. They must have felt it was like the end of everything. 
Yes, their monastic settlement didn’t survive but the Church continued in a different 
and new way.  

 
SUSTAINING FAITH COMMUNITY 
The heart of our pastoral plan is about sustaining Christian community. There are 
156 Christian communities who gather every weekend to celebrate the Eucharist. 
Will these survive into the future? Will our local churches go the way of our rural 
post offices and Garda stations or our rural schools? 
 

John O’ Donohue wrote about the significance of the local church in our tradition. He 
says:  
 

“The place you have entered is called ‘teach an phobail’, the house of the people, 
the place where a community gathers. Over the years the interior of this place has 
become threaded with the desires, intimacies and longing of the people who have 
gathered here. When one enters here, one does not simply enter a building; 
rather one enters unknowingly the gathered memory.… 
 

People have come into this house with burdens of heart that could find healing 
nowhere else in the world. They have come here for shelter when storms have 
unravelled every stitch of meaning from their lives. They have come too to give 
thanks for blessings and gifts received that they could never have earned.” 
(John O’ Donohue, Divine Beauty).  

 

This Church then is so connected to the life of this community. And the choice about 
whether it continues to be a place of presence, a place which holds the gathered 
memories of this community is up to all of us. The Church will survive in parishes like 
this only if we have vibrant Christian communities in which people are willing to take 
an active part. They will only survive if lay people take up roles that they never had to 
take up before.  

 
LEARNING TO PRAY TOGETHER IN THE ABSENCE OF A PRIEST 
One of the areas that we are being called to prepare for is that of lay led liturgy. We 
are called to prepare as communities so that in the absence of a priest we are able to 
gather as Christian Community to listen to and break open the Word of God, to pray 
as a community and to distribute Holy Communion which has previously been 
consecrated.  
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WHAT WILL LAY LED LITURGY LOOK LIKE? 
There is a lot of discussion and questions about what is Lay Led Liturgy. What exactly 
is a Lay Led Liturgy you may ask?  

 

It’s not unlike the structure of our Sunday Mass except that we will not be able to 
celebrate the Eucharist in the absence of our priest.  

 

But some of it will be very familiar to us: 
 

 We will gather as usual and begin as we always do – except that a member of the 
community will lead the prayer. 

 

 We listen to the readings as we always do and a lay person will read the Gospel. 
We will take some time of quiet to think about the readings perhaps guided by a 
few words of explanation or reflection. 

 

 We will pray for the needs of our community, and the needs of the Church and 
the world as we always do in the Prayer of the Faithful.  

 

 Then the Blessed Sacrament will be brought to the Altar and the Ministers of the 
Eucharist will distribute it as they usually do.  

 

 After communion we will spend a few moments in thanksgiving and then end our 
prayer asking God’s blessing as we go.  

 

DOES THAT MEAN WE WILL NEVER HAVE MASS AGAIN?  
What is likely to happen is that priests will rotate between parishes. Perhaps on one 
Sunday a month we will be asked to take responsibility for the liturgy ourselves as 
Christian communities.  

 
CALLED TO BE THE BODY OF CHRIST IN OUR OWN PLACE 
You might say well sure if that happens I will go to the church where the priest is 
saying Mass.  I think that would be a pity.  The Christian community is called to be 
the Body of Christ in its own place. If all of us decide to go to the nearest church 
which has a Mass then we will diminish our own communities.  

 
In the very early Church they had a wonderful sense that when they gathered as a 
Christian community the Risen Christ was present in their midst, present in them as 
the Body of Christ. Vatican II reminded the Church of this insight. If only we could 
recover that sense of the presence of Christ among us when we gather as a 
community?  The presence of the Risen Christ does not depend on the presence of a 
priest – though of course the presence of the priest enriches it.  In the very act of 
gathering as a Christian Community, the Risen Christ is present among us.  
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One of very early fathers of the Church encouraged each member not to weaken the 
Body of Christ by being absent on Sunday.  

 

What does it mean to be the Christian community, the Body of Christ in this place? It 
means having an eye for the neighbour, reaching out in community especially to 
those in need. It means being the praying community who pray for the needs of their 
neighbours. This is what we want to sustain into the future.  
 

           
HOW WILL WE PREPARE FOR COMMUNITY LED LITURGY 
In the autumn we will be beginning training for lay led liturgy in this Cluster.  It would 
be great if we could get people who represent a cross section of this community to 
participate in the training. That means that women and men, of all age profiles and 
generations. Would you consider taking part? It doesn’t mean you are committed to 
leading the liturgy. As we go along we will discover what gifts we have and what role 
we might play. Some will be readers, some music ministers, some ministers of the 
Eucharist, others will be Ministers of Welcome, still more will be part of the group 
organising the Lay Led Liturgy – all kinds of roles are needed.  The idea is that when 
the need arises and there is no priest to celebrate the Mass, a lay led liturgy can be 
held in our own local church.  
 
Could I also ask that when this happens, we offer the encouragement and the 
support of our presence? 

 

CONCLUSION 
God works in mysterious ways – God’s ways are not our ways.  A missionary aunt of 
mine was fond of saying ‘This is age of the laity’.  She lived most of her life in Africa 
where there were far less priests and much more lay involvement.   

 

I sometimes wonder if God is speaking to us through what we call the ‘shortage of 
priests’ in our Church. Could this be the time when the call of Vatican II to full, 
conscious and active lay involvement of the second Vatican Council is really taken up 
and begins to take hold in our Church? 
 

Today we pray that the Spirit will guide and lead us in this time of newness and 
change. We ask that we who have put our hands to the plough will have the courage 
to keep looking forward, believing that the Spirit will guide us.  We pray that our 
Christian communities will continue to be the Body of Christ in their own places. 
Amen 

 
 


