SERMON 28.05.06

Sarah Partridge
Congratulations! You’ve run the good race, stayed the course and now you’re breasting the finishing tape. Today we come to the last in this series of sermons on aspects of the resurrection. If you’re like me, Easter probably feels like a long time ago but we are still in the Easter season until next Sunday. So it seems right that as we come to the end of Easter that the series should end by looking at the last words of Matthew’s gospel. 

Reading the commentaries on this passage is fairly daunting as they all say that every word in these five verses counts. By my reckoning there are 95 words. So if I allow a minute per word that would take us to an hour and a halves worth of analysis …….so if it’s alright with you ….I am not going to do that. I couldn’t take the responsibility for so many ruined Sunday lunches so instead I will take a somewhat broader and shorter look at what is being said.

The first thing to notice is that once again Matthew has taken us up a mountain. It has to be said that Matthew likes mountains. Matthew’s Jesus defeats Satan on a mountain, teaches on a mountain, feeds hungry people on mountains, and is transfigured on a mountain. Mountains clearly matter because they are places where one can meet God. 

One of the authors I consulted when preparing this sermon said that he thought it strange that humans connect mountains with God. I thought it was strange that he thought it was strange. Mountains are mysterious and awe inspiring. They tower above us and from the foot it is often difficult to see the top. What’s more if you take the trouble to climb it what seemed to be the top turns out to be no such thing. You puff your way up only to discover that another peak rises before you. Mountains can be higher than clouds: they touch the sky and seem to point to things beyond our understanding. Small wonder that many ancient religions have conducted their worship on them or believed them to be the home of the gods. What could be more natural than that a god would choose to live in a place from which he could look out over his dominion? The God of the Old Testament spends much time on a mountain and as the gospel writer most aware of the Jewish inheritance of Christianity Matthew generally has one eye that looks back to the Old Testament and the history of Israel. And, for Israel, mountains were places where things happened between God and his people. On Mount Sinai Moses met with God and received the covenant. On the same mountain Elijah renewed his vision of God when he found God in the silence and Mount Zion was the site of David’s holy city and the dwelling place of God in the temple.

So here we are on a mountain in Galilee at a very momentous occasion. The disciples have been summoned by Jesus to meet him here. It appears that they all turn up but there is that slightly strange phrase that tells us that while most worshipped him, some doubted. It is worth noticing that, just as in the infancy narratives, it is very easy to get a little confused in the post-resurrection accounts as to who did what, where and when. If we have the other gospel accounts in mind then it may seem strange that some of the disciples are doubtful or in some translations ‘they hesitate’. But in Matthew’s gospel it is the women who are the first to see Jesus as they run to find the disciples. This mountain encounter is the first time that the disciples themselves see Jesus so perhaps some hesitation is unsurprising. Most of them though worship him and for Matthew this is clearly the right response. For the master they have followed now lays claim to the authority that was always his by right but that he refused to take up at the instigation of the devil on that other mountain. What the devil offered was not his to give and Jesus refused to take it. There is an echo here of the second chapter of Philippians where Paul tells us that, 

‘ though Jesus was in the form of God, he did not regard equality with God as something to be exploited’. Now though, as the risen one, the one who has embraced and conquered death, he is highly exalted and revealed as the one in whom all authority lies. Under this authority the new life, Gods’ life, can begin. And the disciples are the ones that are charged with the task of nurturing this new life. We can imagine them standing on the top of the mountain looking right out to the horizon trying to picture the new lands and peoples that they will go to. It must have seemed very scary. Up until now their lives had been spent in one very small country and all their attention had been focused on the future of that country. Their belief in Jesus as the Messiah had taken them no further than the hope that, under his leadership, Israel would be freed from oppression – international travel wasn’t on their list of ‘must do’ things. Yet now Jesus is saying, ‘Right, chaps. Off you go – it’s over to you’. And there is to be no hanging around either. There is an underlying sense of urgency in Jesus’ instructions to them. Go, he says, to all the nations, baptise people, teach them, go, now… now is the time. And now is still the time. The command has lost nothing of its urgency. 

In one of our Easter hymns we sing, ‘Jesus lives!’ Not, Jesus lived once upon a time or Jesus will live again one day….both of which are true …but what matters is that Jesus lives today. For now we are the disciples and it falls to us to take this good news into the world. As Jesus commissioned the disciples in their time so he commissions us. We are to go, now, today, to take this message to others – that Jesus lives! 

Now I don’t think that this is a call for us all to pack our bags and set off for foreign climes. In contrast to the disciples who had to look out from their mountain to the wider world, we should perhaps bring our gaze back from the horizon to the foot of our mountain. This is not to ignore the needs of the wider world but to recognise that all around us in our society are people who have never met God on a mountain or anywhere else for that matter. As a Christian community we cannot stay on our mountain with our head in the clouds. In all the accounts of mountain top experiences that can be found in the Bible the significance is only seen when people come down from the mountain. The ten commandments would have been no use to the Israelites if Moses had stayed where he was, hugging his new found knowledge to himself. He had to come down into the reality of life in order to teach the Israelites the way they should live. Elijah’s encounter gives him the strength to come down and continue to prophesy when before it he had been close to despair. After the Transfiguration Jesus comes back down the mountain to follow the way of the cross and redeem the world. And now the disciples have to leave the mountain and go into the world to teach, preach and baptise.

In our post-communion prayer we say ‘send us out…to live and work’.  This is what the Eucharist leads up to and it really isn’t optional. We come to the mountain to encounter God in word and sacrament but then we must go down and out. In our lives and in our work we are to show to others what we believe to be true. We don’t have to bombard people with words: we just have to truly live as Christians. It was the way of life that was led by the early Christians that was so attractive because it was so different. Being different takes courage and daring and these people were conspicuously different by the love they showed to each other, by the way that they shared everything they had and by the way they worshipped with joy and thanksgiving the God whom they believed had risen from the dead. An early commentator says in astonishment, ‘See how these Christians love each other!’ They were noticeable because they dared to be different. And we must dare too. We have to dare to come down off the nice safe mountain because nothing will happen if we stay up there. A daunting prospect perhaps but there is one crucial thing that makes it possible and Matthew tells us what it is in the very last words of his gospel. ‘Remember’, Jesus says, ‘I am with you always, to the end of the age.’ With that assurance we can dare to come down the mountain and be different, can’t we? 

