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18th Sunday after Trinity 2015 (Evensong) 

Matthew 10:  1 – 22 

 

“But, Mousie/ thou art no thy lane/ in proving 

foresight may be vain:/ the best laid schemes o’mice 

and men/ Gang aft a-ley,/ An’ lea’e us nought but grief 

an’ pain,/ For promised joy.”  Well, that’s from the 

poem ‘To a Mouse’ by Robert Burns.  It was written in 

1786, an apology to a mouse whose nest he’d upturned 

whilst ploughing.  I suppose his excuse was that he 

didn’t mean to do it.  And “the best laid schemes of 

mice and men” has become a stock phrase in English 

usage, particular since “Of Mice and Men” became the 

title of John Steinbeck’s novel in 1937.  It’s used as a 

philosophical shrug of the shoulders to accept that it’s 

simply part of the human condition that things don’t 

always go as you’d planned. 

 

And Jesus was human, too.  We often find that difficult 

to credit.  The early church spent centuries in dispute 

over just what the nature of the person of Christ was.  

The result is formulated in the creeds of the church.  

Not in the Apostles’ Creed that we recite at Evensong, 

but in the Nicene Creed we profess that Jesus was ‘of 

one substance with the Father’ and that he was made 

man.  In other words, Jesus was both fully human and 

fully divine. 

 

Well, we know he was human, because we have stories 

of him living, walking, talking and eating his way 

around Galilee and up to Jerusalem and beyond.  But 

how he could be divine as well is a bit more of a brain 

teaser.  And because it’s a bit more of a brain teaser we 

tend to over emphasise it at the expense of really 

accepting that he was fully human.  So we find it very 

difficult to come to terms with Jesus and sex:  that 

would make him just a bit too human to cope with.  

And we tend to assume that he must have known 

everything that was going to happen.  I guess a 

relatively obscure such as him seeing Nathaniel sitting 

under a fig tree tend to support that assumption.  It 

seems an affront to his divinity to suggest that Jesus 
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didn’t know everything; and yet he could hardly be 

fully human if he did.  Would it be blasphemous to 

suggest, with Burns, that the best laid schemes of 

Jesus gang aft a-ley – that is, often go awry? 

 

In this evening’s New Testament lesson Jesus quiet 

clearly instructs his disciples to “Go nowhere among 

the gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans, but 

to go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  It 

seems that if Jesus had a Mission Action Plan it was 

exclusively to establish a renewal movement within the 

Jewish faith.  He seems to have had no personal 

ambition to establish a world faith.   

 

I know – I do know, honestly, I do realise – that at the 

end of Matthew’s Gospel there is the “Great 

Commission”:  “Therefore go and make disciples of all 

nations.”  That makes it possible to see a scheme 

emerging:  earthly ministry is exclusively to Jewish 

nation; post-resurrection ministry is to everyone, 

gentiles included.  But, of course, somehow those 

composing  St.Matthew’s Gospel had to reconcile the 

tradition of Jesus ministering only to Jews with the 

already established fact that Christianity was already 

becoming a world faith, Matthew being written 

probably 30/40 years after Paul’s missionary efforts 

and letters. 

 

And Jesus even seems to have been thwarted in his 

plans within his life-time.  Remember the Samaritan 

woman by the well?  Jesus refuses to minster to her; is 

positively rude to her when she is persistent with him 

– he calls her a dog, for heavens’ sake! – but in the end 

the pastoral imperative of meeting her needs trumps 

everything else.  The best laid schemes of mice and 

men (including Jesus) gang aft a-ley. 

 

But it seems that this is how Jesus is content to 

operate.  He advises those whom he commissions to 

allow for a bit of serendipity in their plans:  if they 

won’t listen to you, shake the dust off your feet and 

move on. 
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We need to apply ourselves to be a church faithfully 

engaged in mission.  We need to listen to Jesus’ advice 

to be as wise as serpents.  Simply opening up the doors 

for a couple of hours a week and singing a few hymns 

isn’t going to build the Kingdom.  We need to work at 

working out what are good strategies to deploy.  But 

we need also to be aware that our best laid schemes aft 

gang a-ley.  God’s spirit will not be tamed and 

constrained to comply with our bright ideas. 

 

We know this only too well at the Priory.  Offering as 

free cup of coffee to visitors and pilgrims on a Friday 

morning was a highly commendable way of trying to 

interpret the hospitality strand of three-fold 

Augustinian spirituality, worship learning and 

hospitality.  It didn’t work out . . . as we expected.  

Visitors and pilgrims did not want to go into the Priory 

Rooms for a cuppa after they’d visited the Priory; but 

God has done something far more exciting and far 

more fruitful with our efforts.  Coffeemates is now a 

flourishing meeting place for adults with learning 

difficulties and their carers.  It’s a fine example of 

venturesome outreach.  It wasn’t part of our best laid 

schemes, but thank God that those who run 

Coffeemates have been responsive to the prompting of 

the Spirit and are now on the front line of Spirit-led 

missional activity. 

 

Pray God that we will continue to be responsive as we 

offer ourselves to discharge the commission our Lord 

gives to us to live and work to his glory in, through and 

from this place, for promised joy. 

 

Amen.  


