Sermon A St Matthew 2025_SCED
Today we celebrate the feast of St Matthew, who the Church throughout the centuries has regarded as Apostle, Evangelist and Martyr.  In attributing these titles to St Matthew the Church’s basic assumption was that the St Matthew who was called by Christ away from a life of deception and corruption in being a tax collector, is the same Matthew who wrote the Gospel which appears first in our New Testament, and that this Matthew was the same person whose gruesome martyrdom at the hand of cannibals is described in all its gory detail in the little known writing called the Acts of Andrew and Matthias.

These assumptions immediately pose problems (as well as provide graphic horrors)  for us, as modern scholarship has suggested that it is unlikely that Matthew the tax collector wrote the gospel.  Additionally, the stories of the martyrdom of a person who is sometimes referred to as Matthew and sometimes as Matthias, are understood nowadays to fall into the category of legend, for which in this case there is little historical warrant.  What do we do then with the feast of a saint who through no fault of his own is unceremoniously stripped of much of his traditional grandeur?  Well, I think we have to deal with the material that we do have which tells us about how St Matthew was called by Christ to become a disciple.  Also, we need to give thanks for the life and example of a person who could respond so wholeheartedly to this call.

The story of the calling of St Matthew that we heard in this morning’s gospel is often noted because of the immediacy and spontaneity of  Matthew’s response to Jesus.  Jesus said “follow me” to this presumably  unknown tax collector, and Matthew, seems to have summoned enough faith to get up immediately and follow Jesus without question.

There are three points about Jesus’ call to Matthew that I would like to talk about today.  I firstly would like to look at the fact that Jesus called Matthew at all; secondly, that Matthew found it in his heart to make a faithful response; and thirdly, what it must have meant for Matthew and what it means for each of us to become a follower of Christ.

Firstly…Jesus called Matthew.  Within the context of first century Judaism, this calling is in itself remarkable.  Matthew was a Jew who was also a Roman collaborator; who collected the Romans’ quite stiff taxes from the ordinary people; and if he was a typical tax collector, he probably also collected a generous cut for himself.  He would have been regarded as both a traitor and a swindler, by everyday Jews.  Imagine the scandal, in Jesus, the Son of Man, calling him.  How could Jesus be so lacking in discernment to choose such a one.   

Perhaps some of us have the same problem in understanding God today.  It is hard to have humility when we look and see what appears to be the favour of God or the blessing of God working in the lives of people that we dislike.  And yet, we fail to understand that God’s love for all of us human beings is so great that where we look at others and sometimes feel a strong judgementalism (sometimes we think with good reason), God sees the good in a person, the loveliness as well as the unloveliness.  God knows the strength as well as the weaknesses of each one of us. And God knew that despite some unpromising signs, Matthew would be a good and faithful servant, if only the force of God’s call was heard in his life.

Now, secondly the fact that Matthew found it in his heart to make an immediate response.  For the thesis work I did to complete my doctorate many years ago, I looked closely at the work of a German theologian called Karl Barth.  He believed that for each human person there is a moment or there are moments of crisis in their lives.  And by this Barth means crises of a spiritual sort, when we come face to face with a loving saviour, and there is the chance of saying “Yes” to God in full awareness that such a response could cost us dearly; or to say “no” to God, and sidle away with the awareness that our lives are too enmeshed in everyday concerns to truly follow Christ.  Karl Barth would have no difficulty in understanding Matthew’s response to Jesus.  Here, he would say is one such moment of crisis; in these moments when people come face to face with Christ, amazing things can happen remarkable decisions can be made.  A rich hard-hearted tax collector can become a child of God in the matter of an instant!  It is perhaps a good exercise for each one if us to reflect on the crisis moments of our faith, and to discern God’s hand in them.  In this way we may be able to rejoice in our common heritage with St Matthew as those who have responded to God’s call.

And my third point: what will this response have meant for Matthew?  Well, it will undoubtedly have meant that he would have to give away all his worldly riches, and that he would be joining a group of disciples many of whom would retain a great deal of suspicion and hatred for him, for a long time after he joined them.  In the film “Jesus of Nazareth” which came out in the late seventies, the producer, Franco Zeferrelli placed some imaginary sequences in the film.  One of these was to show Simon Peter’s hatred towards Matthew and his initial unwillingness to accept that Jesus had called him too.  The upshot of this in the film is their very moving reconciliation when Peter realises he too is a sinner before God, and that he is just as guilty as Matthew.  Another scene shows Matthew being taunted by Simon the Zealot who was also Jesus’ disciple but who had been drawn from one of the extreme anti-Roman groups at this time, and who would clearly not feel disposed towards a fellow disciple who at one time was a collaborator.  Which of our fellow disciples do we not feel well disposed towards?

St Matthew deserves a reconstruction.  Through him, we are able to be in touch with God’s hand in the crisis moments of faith, and with the strong sense of calling that draws each one of us closer to God.  Through Matthew, we are able to recognise also our tendency even within the Church to exercise judgementalism.  And it is through the story of St Matthew that we become aware of the value that God places on each one of us, and the responsibility God delivers into our hands as we live our lives as followers of Christ. 

This Matthew, I can relate to, this tax collector, this brother; this follower of the Way.  In his human struggle, as well as in his great and godly decision to follow Jesus,  I find intimations of my own resistance as well as my discipleship. Today we all may be able to accept Matthew as a fellow-disciple of Jesus, and as a great example to us  to listen out for god’s voice in our lives and to have the courage to respond to it.
Amen

Prayers of the People

Loving God , we pray for the World and for the Church.  

We pray for those places where there are human crises. We pray especially for the people of East Timor.  That you will be with them in the midst of violence, fear and suffering; that for their attackers and persecutors there may be a crisis of conscience, a moment of meeting with the loving spirit of Christ so that the cruel may begin to follow the nature of the kind, and the warring learn to know the ways of peace.

Lord in Your mercy….

Loving God, we pray for the peacekeepers who will shortly be leaving NATO countries and flying to East Timor.  We pray especially for the Australian military, for wise decisions and compassion in their moments of crises; and we pray for the soldiers themselves, thanking you for their courage and dedication, and for their families who will be anxious for them.

Lord in Your mercy…

We pray Loving God that you will teach us to distribute the resources of this earth with fairness that all may be given their daily bread ; and that there may from country to country  be a sharing of giftedness

Lord in Your mercy…

Loving God we Pray for the Church

Loving God we pray for  your Church, that we may know ourselves your body in the world, and that we may know each other as your servants, differently but specially gifted to form together, a strong community for Christ.  We pray for our church leaders, for Archbishop Ian, and Bishop Phillip. Praying that you will help them to lead the Church in this place through some of the crises of the contemporary world.  

Lord in Your Mercy…

Loving God we pray for all those who are facing crises in their lives through sickness.  We pray that you will be a constant presence for them, that they may feel the power of your healing love.  We pray especially for …

Loving God we thank you for St Matthew who heard and responded to your call, and for all the saints who have gone before to inspire and strengthen the Church with their faithfulness.  We pray in thanksgiving for the life of Paul Proeve, and pray for the respose of his soul. We remember his wife… and Brian and Jennie and their children at this time.   We thank you that we share with all who have died the promise of the resurrection to eternal life; and we pray this reassurance may help us as we face the crises of the present day.

Father, you have promised to hear our prayer…
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