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Sermon for Sixth Sunday of Easter 17 May 2020

Acts 1.15-26
In those days Peter stood up among the believers (together the crowd numbered about one hundred and twenty people) and said, ‘Friends, the scripture had to be fulfilled, which the Holy Spirit through David foretold concerning Judas, who became a guide for those who arrested Jesus— for he was numbered among us and was allotted his share in this ministry.’ (Now this man acquired a field with the reward of his wickedness; and falling headlong, he burst open in the middle and all his bowels gushed out. This became known to all the residents of Jerusalem, so that the field was called in their language Hakeldama, that is, Field of Blood.) 
‘For it is written in the book of Psalms,

“Let his homestead become desolate,

    and let there be no one to live in it”;

and

“Let another take his position of overseer.”

So, one of the men who have accompanied us throughout the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us, beginning from the baptism of John until the day when he was taken up from us — one of these must become a witness with us to his resurrection.’ So they proposed two, Joseph called Barsabbas, who was also known as Justus, and Matthias. Then they prayed and said, ‘Lord, you know everyone’s heart. Show us which one of these two you have chosen to take the place in this ministry and apostleship from which Judas turned aside to go to his own place.’ they cast lots for them, and the lot fell on Matthias; and he was added to the eleven apostles.

So today I’d like to spend a few moments thinking about Matthias, whose feast day was last Thursday and who we met a few minutes ago at the end of our first reading from the book of Acts.

If we restrict this reflection to facts we know about Matthias then we may as well draw this sermon to a close straight away – for there is nothing in the new testament about Matthias at all, other than this passing reference. Matthias is never mentioned during Jesus’ ministry on earth and once appointed to join the other eleven disciples, he is never mentioned in person again.

More important than the person of Matthias, is what he represents and what his appointment tells us about the faithfulness of the early followers of Jesus.

Bearing in mind that at this stage in the narrative the disciples are awaiting the gift of the Holy Spirit – and that they, unlike us, do not know how long the wait might be – it is tempting to speculate as to what kind of mood they might be in. Expectant? Fearful? At a loose end? Rudderless?
Peter – and it’s not clear whether he came to this decision alone or after consultation – realises that there is something practical they can do whilst they wait – and in the process establishes his authority over the early church. The followers should, Peter decides, restore the disciples’ number to 12, following the betrayal of Judas.

It hardly needs me to remind you of the hugely symbolic importance of the number 12 in scripture – 12 tribes of Israel, 12 baskets of food left over after the miracles, Moses’ 12 pillars at the foot of Mt Sinai, and so on. The number 12 represented the completeness of God’s people; naturally with only 11 disciples, they must have felt incomplete, short staffed, failing to follow Jesus’ precise instructions, perhaps even, fearful that their inattentiveness to this issue might delay the coming of the Holy Spirit – and so Judas must be replaced.
There is some irony in Peter making his speech for he too of course, like Judas, was a betrayer of Jesus, albeit a forgiven and restored one. I wonder if that made him even more strident in his explanation of the necessity and the biblical justification for the appointment of a replacement to Judas?
As for poor Judas – talk about kicking a man when he’s down – Luke’s final character assassination could hardly be more graphic or complete.

Peter’s Person Specification as we might call it for Judas’ replacement is quite tough – he says that the 12th disciple should be:
one of the men who have accompanied us throughout the time that the Lord Jesus went in and out among us, beginning from the baptism of John until the day when he was taken up from us — one of these must become a witness with us to his resurrection.’
There seems here a little distrust perhaps of those followers who have come to faith since the resurrection but were not party to the events of Jesus’ ministry. I wonder whether this helps to explain the number of times that we find Paul a little defensively explaining his experience on the Damascus Road as if he struggled at times to convince people of the genuineness of his conversion?
And so, the appointment process proceeds. It begins with prayer and is followed by election through the drawing of lots – a well established biblical method for discerning God’s will.
So far these reflections may be interesting, but perhaps they don’t feel very relevant to us; a little academic or pedantic perhaps.
Let’s try and stand in Matthias’ shoes for a moment, and for that matter we can stand in his competitors’ shoes too – that is the shoes of Joseph, also known as Justus, for the principles I’m about to focus on apply to them both and apply to each of us as well.

We know nothing of Matthias before his appointment as one of the 12 – and yet he has clearly been a very committed, if out of the limelight, follower of Jesus. Now his moment has arrived and he is thrust centre stage, no doubt both buoyed up and humbled by his appointment, experiencing that combination of emotions most of us will recognise well from the small successes we have known in our personal and professional lives. Success at last, thinks Matthias, and yet it is followed by invisibility once again as he simply gets on with the task of ministry.

Matthias’ experience is important because of what it teaches us about vocation, about our calling by God into fellowship with Him as a disciple of Jesus. 

God’s call upon our lives happens in layers and over time. Successive calls build upon our previous experience and whilst we may be recognised for a particular role by our suitability, our skill sets and by our prior faithfulness, God’s call upon us is always about God and not about us. 

There is nothing like the call of God to turn upside down the world’s understanding of ambition.
Reflecting upon all this during COVID-19 is humbling. At the beginning of this year, many of us had plans, ambitions, for our homes, families, churches, communities. All of these have been at best delayed, some have been dashed completely. So, what is our calling during this time when so much feels to be on hold?

Three words to offer you…we’re called to be patient, to persevere and to act and speak prophetically.

Adopting a patient mindset is probably in the best interests of our mental health but it also creates a space for God to occupy in our hearts and minds. Trusting that this entire experience is in God’s hands, might free us from feeling quite so helpless – and addressing our natural frustration might be one of the most creative and positive things we can do. Let God do the worrying.

Secondly, we need to persevere – persevere in our relationships, in serving our community, in caring for one another, persevering to sustain our common life as the People of God in this place.

Thirdly, we need to act and speak prophetically. This week the Bishops of the Church of England challenged the government to establish a public inquiry into why ethnic minority communities were disproportionately more likely to die from COVID-19. Speaking truth to power is the role of the church and is firmly in the tradition of an Amos or a Hosea or more recently Archbishop William Temple who, as you may recall, invented the term “Welfare State” or Oscar Romero who famously died at his altar having sided publicly with the poor.
To these three ‘P’s I add a 4th – prayer. To some it may sound like a cop out – after all, when we don’t know what to do we pray and it’s right that we do.

But notice how Peter asked people to pray before they chose between Matthias and Joseph. We too must pray constantly – not only for patience to withstand this time, not only for strength to persevere in all that we do, but also for wisdom, so that when we act or speak prophetically, we do so genuinely fuelled by the Spirit.

Not long to Pentecost now….so, come, Holy Spirit, our hearts inspire…Amen.

