“Sent with Good News” — Mat 9:35-10:8 — June 12, 2005

One of the nice things about following a lectionary, or suggested set of readings, and especially
the Revised Common Lectionary, is that it provides a three-year cycle of readings, which means that
every three years the same readings come up. Now that I’m into my fourth year of preaching steadily
at Central | can go back three years and see what | had to say then. | haven’t done any formal statistics,
but I think I can group those sermons into several categories — ones that can, with a bit of rework, be
greatly improved; others that with a lot of rework can be turned into something useable; some that took
such a different approach from my current understanding that I have to start over; and some (I won’t
say how many) that cause me to ask, “what was | thinking??” | have yet to find one that was good
enough to deliver again without any substantial changes!

If your memory is very, very good you might figure out which category today’s fits into, but |
won’t say which one. What surprised me, however, and what triggered these thoughts, is that the
introductory paragraph actually could be used word for word. What a coincidence that this very week,
just like three years ago, Elizabeth and | went to see the latest Star Wars movie — and on a Monday
night, and had the place almost to ourselves. Now that has precious little to do with today’s reading,
although then it was a half-decent segue into war films, and the tensions in the world, and the kind of
trouble that Jesus told the disciples was waiting for them (since then we heard the extended readings
right to 10:23).

Today, however, we’re focusing on the shorter reading that omits the detailed instructions Jesus
gave his disciples and focusing instead on the act of sending them out. It seems a straightforward
enough text, and yet it also curiously raises some very perplexing questions at the same time.

To begin, quite literally with the first verse, the opening of our reading is the closing of a huge
section of Matthew’s account of the life and ministry of Jesus. Some five chapters back Matthew
opened this account with the same words with which he closes it here — “Then Jesus went about all the
cities and villages, teaching in their synagogues, and proclaiming the good news of the kingdom, and
curing every disease and every sickness.” In between these two bookends are the expanded details of
that teaching, that healing, and the proclamations of the good news of the kingdom of God being at
hand.

That would be all well and good if that’s all there was — a record of the activities of one man, a
great man even, inspired by and filled with the good ness of God, bringing healing, compassion, hope
to a floundering generation. We could all look back and say, “Wow! What great things he did!”

But that’s not all there was to the story. Just as that concluding bookend is but the very
beginning of our reading, so too this was the moment when Jesus called together his closest followers
and made it clear that the story of God’s mercy and grace in him was only beginning to unfold.

One of the foundational characteristics of a good leader is to be believable, and that is best
engendered by the leader setting an example for others to follow. “Watch and learn” is a way better
approach to leading than “do as | say”, and this was a classic case of ‘watch and learn’. Set against a
ministry of caring and healing, inspired by an immeasurably deep compassion, Jesus now says, “go
and do likewise.” He knows it is not going to be easy for them, and indeed soon follows these
instructions to go forth with a fairly detailed description of just how bad it will get, and how much they
will suffer for the cause. At the same time, however, He assures them that the Spirit of the Father will
be with them, and I think it’s pretty clear that His disciples also take comfort in being able to look at
His example.

The task to which Jesus commissions His disciples is fairly simple and straightforward, in the
telling if not in the implementing. “... as you go, proclaim the good news, ‘The kingdom of heaven
has come near.” Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons.” Well, OK, curing




the sick seems simple enough as miracles go, and it gets a bit more challenging with raising the dead,
but the twelve were just given authority over unclean spirits, even to cast them out, and the power to
“cure every disease and sickness”, so with a bit of confidence in their leader they should be able to
(and by many accounts actually did) go forth and follow both His commands and His examples.

But before we look further into this story, there is a ‘rough spot’ that needs to be faced.
According to the text, Jesus also told His disciples here, “Go nowhere among the Gentiles, and enter
no town of the Samaritans, but rather go to the lost sheep of Israel.” At first glance, this seems a
simple enough command, defining some limits to both the work the disciples are to do and the area in
which they will do it. However, it sounds extremely exclusivist, and that is troubling if for no reason
other than we are classed as ‘Gentiles’ — does this mean our faith is invalid, that somehow we are
illegitimate Christians??

This narrow restriction appears nowhere else, in the other Gospels, for example. It is also
difficult to reconcile this exclusive statement from Jesus with what he had to say to the Centurion who
came to Him for healing for his daughter, “Truly I tell you, in no one in Israel have I found such faith.

I tell you, many will come from east and west and will eat with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the
kingdom of heaven, while the heirs of the kingdom will be thrown into the outer darkness, where there
will be weeping and gnashing of teeth.” [8:10b-11]. Neither does this restrictive command from Jesus
sit well against His closing command at the end of Matthew’s gospel, “All authority in heaven and on
earth has been given to me. Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to obey everything that | have
commanded you. And remember, | am with you always, to the end of the age.” [28:18b-20]. Certainly
this command doesn’t fit well against the very examples of Jesus, such as his compassionate talking
with the Samaritan woman at the well — who could be described as the first apostle to the Samaritans!

We shouldn’t be too embarrassed if we find it confusing — there has been a great deal of
thrashing and flapping in academic circles over this contradictory passage. Some see it as highlighting
the chronological development of the Christian mission: to the Jew first, then to the Gentile. Others
see it as reflecting the position of a very conservative Jewish Christian community, who argued that
one had first to become Jewish to become Christian.

How then can we make some sense of this ‘rough spot’? There’s no really clear and simple
answer, but I believe the subsequent warnings of how rough it will get for the disciples gives us a clue,
along with the statement, “When [Jesus] saw the crowds, he had compassion for them, because they
were harassed and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd.” | believe that Jesus issued this restriction
to His disciples out of concern for them, worrying about how they would handle the rough times ahead,
particularly when they too would be “like sheep without their Shepherd”, and that He was acting out of
a deep desire to protect them.

Even more confusing, however, is that the disciples would get into such trouble by following
Jesus’ commands to “proclaim the good news, cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers and cast
out demons.” You’d think that such good works would result in acclamations of glory, of untroubled
expressions of gratefulness, instead of the violent expressions of anger that greeted the disciples, now
commissioned as apostles, as they followed their leader’s example.

So what can we learn from this turning point in the lives of the Twelve? Our main objective
would be to learn by example, both by the example set by Jesus in his compassionate healing and
teaching and by the example set by His disciples, transformed into apostles as he sent them with good
news for the hungry, the thirsty, the grieving, the disheartened, the poor in spirit. We could learn that
we begin by being disciples, students, followers, studying and learning what Jesus did, what Jesus said,
and the good news of God’s saving grace displayed throughout the ages. We could learn also that at



some point we too will hear Christ’s commission to us, sending us as apostles with the good news that
the kingdom is close at hand, to cure the sicknesses of poverty and neglect; to raise up those who have
died a thousand deaths and have lost all hope; to oust the demons of oppression, abuse and hatred.

Will it be easy? Probably not. Will we be ready? Probably no more than the original Twelve,
and most likely less so. Will we be alone? At times it might feel that way, at least at those times when
we forget Jesus’ promise to be with us always. Will it be frightening? Certainly, but we have faith,
and better yet, the example of Jesus and those who have already and those who still are living out His
command to proclaim the good news.

There’s one last thing that we might learn, and that from that puzzling and vexing command to
limit the scope action. Perhaps we might hear that as guidance to begin with ‘baby steps’, to start our
journey of proclamation in our own neighbourhood. It’s nice to go to far-off lands to proclaim that
good news — it’s often much more difficult to proclaim that good news to our next-door neighbour.
More difficult, perhaps, but every bit as rewarding, if not more so. At home, in the neighbourhood is a
good place to start, and we already have examples right here to follow, in our Community Ministries,
our Student Ministries, our Hospitality Ministries. Then, with practice, with experience, there are
opportunities for reaching further out, for example into the Hummingbird Ministry with First Nations,
or the Families In Recovery Ministry. Finally, some of you may hear the call to work with “the
Gentiles, the Samaritans”, whoever they may be in today’s world.

But to all, whether here or abroad, the instruction from Jesus is the same — “go, proclaim the
good news, ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near.””



