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“I am sending you out like lambs among wolves. Carry no purse, no haversack, no sandals. Salute no-one on the road. Whatever house you enter, let your first words be: “Peace to this house!” and if a man of peace lives there, your peace will go and rest on him; if not it will come back to you. ….”


In this weekend’s Gospel Jesus sends seventy-two disciples out on a training mission. At first sight, it appears He bids them travel without provisions. Who today would set out on a long journey without driving licence, ticket, money, cashcards, packed lunch and so on?


Jesus’ deliberate instructions are given, not to encourage future generations of evangelists to tackle situations unprepared, but to teach his disciples to rely upon Providence. They need to discover that the Heavenly Father, who has counted every hair on their heads, knows all that they need, and will provide both food and shelter for them.

God wanted the apostles and disciples to discover that they have an infinitely rich Father in heaven, who would provide for them through chance meetings and occurrences, through good hearted people, wherever they went doing his work. On later occasions, Jesus does send the apostles out better equipped, but this is part of their training.


There is one passage in a book by the Dutch evangelist Corrie ten Boom, who set up homes for reconciliation between injured Dutch and German combatants after World War II. She relied upon Providence to raise money for the homes. She commented: “I learnt it is better to be the child of an infinitely generous Father, than a beggar at the tables of the rich.” 


Older generations who had to live hand to mouth, perhaps were more aware of Divine Providence, than we today who are insulated by the cushions of modern society. Anyone who lives by subsistence agriculture or casual labour, as many in developing countries still do – has to rely upon the Lord to see them through.


In the Gospel the disciples are compared to lambs, whose chances against wolves cannot be rated highly. Jesus however promises divine protection. St Bede takes the “wolves” to refer to the scribes and Pharisees, while St Ambrose applies it to heretics of any age:


“For wolves are beasts who lie in wait near the sheepfolds, and prowl about the shepherds’ cottages. They dare not enter the abodes of men, they pry out sleeping dogs, absent or slothful shepherds. ….They howl near the cottages at night time. For night is the time for the treacherous who obscure the light of Christ with the mists of false interpretation. Owing to the inflexibility of a hard and obstinate mind, they seldom if ever turn from their error…and if they overtake anyone by the subtle trickery of their disputations, they make him dumb. For dumb is the man who confesses not the word of God with the glory that belongs to it. Beware then lest the heretic deprive you of your voice, and lest you detect him not first.”


Appropriate in our own day, when there are so many counterfeit or watered-down versions of the Gospel in circulation.   


St John Chrysostom speaks of the lamb-like disciples converting even their enemies who at first, like wolves, would attack them.


The reassurance, “The Lord will provide,” can sound glib, especially when in some countries children are dying of hunger. Yet we should not be cynical. The Lord would certainly provide, but sometimes the rich close themselves to His inspirations, and so the poor die. In those cases it is not God’s will, but human avarice, which is responsible. 

As we have seen in recent years, the world’s worst tragedies seem to be mostly man-made – the slaughter and famine of Darfur, the 20 year civil war in the Congo, sexual promiscuity spreading the AIDS epidemics. 


God’s provision is also highlighted in today’s reading from the prophet Isaiah, who speaks of Jerusalem as a mother in blatantly sexual imagery. “May you be suckled, filled, from her consoling breasts, may you savour with delight her glorious breasts.” 

In the New Testament, that imagery transfers to the Church as our Mother. As a child is fed at his mother’s breast, so Holy Church nourishes us with the Sacraments and Scriptures. “At her breast will her nurslings be carried and fondled in her lap.”


God Himself adds: “Like a son comforted by his mother, will I comfort you. And by Jerusalem you shall be comforted.”  This passage reminds us of the motherhood as well as the fatherhood of God. He loves and cares for all the human beings He has created. “At the sight your heart will rejoice, and your bones flourish like the grass.”


Since God is “pure Spirit, infinite in all perfections”, He is neither male nor female. The best characteristics of both sexes are a reflection of something in the divine personality, for “Male and female He created them, in his own image He created them.” 


Do we trust in the Providence of God in our daily lives? Sometimes people say we should not bother God with little prayers for parking places, or train connections, or lost pens. Surely these matters are trivial compared with giant causes like a cure for cancer or AIDS, an end to hunger, and world peace to pray for? 


In Catholicism, it is usually “both…and” rather than “either…or.” God is glad to answer both types of prayer. In a sense, praying for the little, concrete favours gives Him the chance to demonstrate His care for us in practical ways. This helps to build up our trust in Him, so we dare ask in faith for bigger things with confidence. 

I remember late one night running for the last bus north from London Victoria bus station to Lancashire, after being given a very slow lift from an Ordination Mass, and dropped off a the end of a tube line. I had certainly prayed not to miss it, and had felt an unusual sense of reassurance from the Psalms at Night Prayer.

I arrived at an empty Victoria only to see the last coach pulling away from the platform. Then suddenly it stopped because the boot wasn’t properly shut and fell open. I managed to catch it up and explained my situation to the driver. Though it was the Burnley coach instead of the Leigh, Wigan and Blackpool one, he kindly arranged for me to transfer across at Birmingham. 

We can never prove these little answers to prayer. In a sense they are “miracolini”, little miracles, which abound if we live our lives by grace and trust in God, rather than rigidly under our own control.

At the same time, our prayers for the global causes must benefit the worldwide situation. One danger is that in this technological climate of information overload, we easily feel helpless at the sheer size of world problems. If everyone did a little, many catastrophes would be avoided. Our unselfish prayers always bring positive fruits, even if we shall not know their exact effects until heaven.

On two out of the three occasions I have been called to critically ill patients in the hospital this week, the sick person has died, surrounded by their family, shortly after receiving the anointing of the sick, absolution and the Plenary Indulgence or Apostolic Pardon for the Dying. 

At the very least, it is a great comfort to the family to have been gathered in prayer, with a priest present, just at the moment when their father or mother’s soul was leaving this world.


One wonders if the very sick, with what consciousness remains, somehow sense the prayers. Feeling that they are loved by their dear ones, gathered around to commend them to the Lord, they feel reassured enough to let go and move on to Him.


St Paul tells us: “The only thing I can boast about is the cross of Our Lord Jesus Christ, through whom the world is crucified to me, and I to the world.”  It was on the Cross that Jesus displayed His most perfect trust in the Father’s Providence. Against all appearances, when everything seemed to have ended in disaster, He still trusted in His Father’s plan: “Father, into your hands I commend my Spirit.”


Those pictures of the Trinity, which depict the Father, holding the cross carrying the broken body of Jesus, with the Holy Spirit between the Two, capture this Providential design. God’s plan was being worked out – indeed, at its climax - at what seemed the most awful moment.

To that moment of Calvary we can apply Jesus’ words: “I saw Satan fall like lightening from heaven.” It accomplished the decisive defeat of the one who refused to be content with Divine Providence.
