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24th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Cycle B, 9.16.18 

Isaiah 50:4-9/James 2:14-18/Mark 8:27-35 

A TOUGH, RELENTLESS,                
DEVASTATING FRIEND 

A small plane with five passengers 
on it had an engine malfunction and was 
going down. The pilot came out of the 
cockpit with a parachute pack strapped on 
his back and addressed the group: "Folks, 
there is bad news, and there is good news. 
The bad news is that the plane's going 
down, and there's nothing more I can do. 
The good news is that there are several 
parachute packs by the wall back there. The 
bad news is that there are four of them and 
five of you. But good luck. Thank you for 
choosing our airline, and we hope you have 
a good evening, wherever your final 
destination may be." He gave the group a 
thumbs-up sign and was out the door. 

A woman leaped up from her seat. 
"I'm one of the most prominent brain 
surgeons in the northeast. My patients 
depend on me." She grabbed a pack, 
strapped it on her back, and leaped out. A 
man stood up. "I’m a partner in a large law 
practice, and the office would fall to pieces 
without me." He grabbed a pack, strapped 
it on his back, and leaped out. Another man 
stood up and said, "I am arguably the 
smartest man in the world. My IQ is so high 
I won't even tell you what it is. But surely 
you understand that I must have a 
parachute. He grabbed a bundle and leaped 
out. 

That left only two people on the 
plane -- a middle-aged pastor and a high 
school sophomore. "Son," said the pastor, 
"you take the last parachute. You're young; 
you have your whole life ahead of you. God 
bless you and safe landing." The teenager 
grinned at the older man. "Thanks, pastor, 

but there are still two parachutes left. The 
smartest man in the world just grabbed my 
backpack." 

We’re all in midair clinging to 
something. We'd better hope we made the 
right choice! Jesus gives us a truth to cling 
to in our passage from Mark’s gospel, but 
it's a pretty strange one. "For those who 
want to save their lives will lose them, and 
those who lose their life for my sake and for 
the sake of the gospel will save them." 
Losing your life tragically is not a prospect 
that any of us would hope for; most of us 
never come close to that. Yet those whose 
lives are so disastrous – emotionally, 
psychologically, physically, spiritually – 
know exactly what that strange gospel truth 
means.  

A parishioner once told me about a 
nun, a religious sister her father knew.  It 
was Sister Mary Ignatia Gavin, a Sister of 
Charity who lived in Akron, Ohio, and 
worked as a hospital nurse. With the help of 
Dr. Bob Smith, one of the founders of 
Alcoholics Anonymous, this frail but no-
nonsense Catholic nun, was the first 
hospital personnel to treat alcoholism as a 
medical condition and admit alcoholics to 
the hospital for medical care.  
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In the beginning she had to sneak 
them into the hospital through the back 
door; they were considered derelicts. She 
set up a space where they could be housed 
and cared for in the hospital’s flower room. 
In 1935, she finally was able to provide a 
ward for men to sober up, and St. Thomas 
Hospital became the first religious 
institution to recognize the rights of 
alcoholics to receive hospital treatment. 
Sister Ignatia took seriously the rather 
biting words of James in today’s epistle: If a 
brother or sister has nothing to wear and 
has no food for the day, and one of you says 
to them, "Go in peace, keep warm, and eat 
well, " but you do not give them the 
necessities of the body, what good is it? So 
also faith of itself, if it does not have works, 
is dead. This woman’s faith was not dead; 
this nun would not be content with words. 
She walked the walk and talked the talk. In 
doing so, she changed the lives of countless 
people who have benefitted from the 
healing power which Alcoholics Anonymous 
brought them and which, for many of them, 
saved their lives and the lives of others. 

 
One of the key tenets of Alcoholics 

Anonymous is to admit that one is 
powerless over his or her addiction. One 
pastor tells of a friend of his who didn’t 
recognize how powerless he was until he hit 
bottom. Driving home drunk, he spun out of 
control, and crossed the median on a 
highway heading the wrong way at 100 
miles per hour. He fell from his prestigious 
perch as an attorney to the depths of 

alcoholism. He came home one day to find 
his family, his pastor, and three of his close 
friends all sitting in his living room. And it 
wasn't his birthday. Yet it was. Through 
their loving but firm confrontation, he was 
able to see clearly and embrace the cross of 
his life. He’s now is on his way back, thanks 
to his loving wife and children and the good 
work of AA. He was a private man, so he 
wouldn't share all the details, but he did tell 
his friend this: "I had always gone to church, 
but always in the back of my mind, thought 
the Church was for losers, for the weak. But 
you would be amazed at what I've learned 
about God." 

"Like what?" his friend asked him. 
"That so many phrases I had heard all my 
life suddenly have become real to me," 
replied his friend. "Like what?" "Like 'Take 
up your cross' and 'You can only find your 
life by losing it.' Through hitting bottom, I've 
met God," said his friend. "And who is the 
God you have met?" He answered: "God is 
a tough, relentless, devastating friend." 
Only when he embraced his cross could he 
find his way to freedom. Embracing our 
crosses is not an uppermost thought for us. 
Avoidance is our first response. It certainly 
was Peter’s response when Jesus revealed 
to his followers the direction his life was 
heading: suffering, rejection and, 
ultimately, death. Peter’s misunderstanding 
was met with Jesus’ stern reproach: Get 
behind me, Satan. (That word means 
“stumbling block.”) It would take the 
disciples a long time, as it takes all of us, to 
recognize that it is on our very crosses that 
we meet God most profoundly.  

 
For some, like those in AA who 

struggle for sobriety, that acceptance 
comes in dramatic and life-changing ways. 
For most of us, it takes a lifetime of facing 
our daily crosses to realize that God is our 
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“tough, relentless, devastating friend." God 
is with us in the darkness, but we never 
know that until we turn our lives over to 
him. Those who want to save their lives will 
lose them. The word life in the Greek is 
psyche. It means the vital life force that 
sustains our inward being. We assume this 
life force is ours to do with as we please, 
that it belongs to us. And then we get 
clingy. We cling for dear life to other 
people, money, possessions, alcohol or food 
or another substance -- our looks, our 
youthfulness, the neighborhood we live in, 
the prestige of our job or how well our 
children are doing in school or sports. Both 
of our arms are occupied clinging to our 
lives—and we don't have an arm free to 
reach out to anyone else. 

 
God gave us life to spend and not to 

keep. If we live carefully, always thinking 
first of our own profit, ease, comfort, 
security, pleasure; if our sole aim is to make 
life as long and as trouble-free as possible, 
if we make no effort except for ourselves, 
we’re losing all the time. But if we spend 
our lives for others, if we forget health and 
time and comfort in our desire to do 
something for Jesus and for the world he 
died to save, we’re winning life all the time. 
The very essence of life is in risking it and 
spending it, not in saving it and hoarding it. 
True, it’s the way of weariness and 
exhaustion, but it makes for a faith that, as 
St. James says, is not dead, because it’s 

filled with good works, and alive in the 
Spirit of God.  

 
     John Kasper, OSFS 


