The Gospel of
Saint Matthew

A Lenten Reading Guide
Prepared by Rev. Andrew Mintern
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God of Wisdom,
grant that the words | have read today
may be grafted in my heart,
so that they may bring forth in me
the fruit of your Spirit
to the honour and praise of your name;
through Jesus Christ, | pray. Amen.

Almighty God, thank you for your Holy Word.
May it be a lantern to my feet,
a light to my path,
and a strength to my life,
in the name of your Son,
Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.



How to use this reading guide

For centuries Christians have used the forty days before Easter as a
period of spiritual preparation. The three traditional Lenten disciplines
are — Praying, Fasting and Giving. Christians commit themselves to pray
more; to abstain from specific food or things (giving up something for
Lent); and to give to charity. These disciplines continue to be used and
the “Praying” component often involves spiritual reading, being part of
a bible study or other organised activity for Lent.

In this year of St Matthew we are encouraging everyone to follow this
reading plan of the Gospel. We are encouraged to know we are not on
our own as we do it. Others are journeying with us. This plan is a guide
only. You may not manage it every day. Or you may prefer to read more
verses on fewer days. That’s OK! Do what you can joyfully! Let God’s
Word speak to you through Matthew’s Gospel.

A Suggested Plan

1. Read day’s passage (usually 20-40 verses)

2. Reflect on what you have read. Ask yourself:
What leaps out at me? What intrigues me?
What encourages me? What challenges me?

3. Pray about what you have reflected upon

Thank God for any insights gleaned, pray about ways these affect your
life and ask for God’s blessing. Or use prayers on the front of this guide.
You may like to keep a journal or find opportunities to discuss the
readings with others.

A Little about Matthew’s Gospel

St Matthew was the most popular Gospel of the early church and so it
was placed first in the New Testament. Whilst we now know Mark was
the first Gospel written, and Matthew and Luke based their writings on
Mark and on another sayings source known as Q (Quelle), the prime
placement of Matthew is still significant. Commentator Patrick Hartin
writes: “The Gospel of Matthew acts like a hinge holding together the
Old and New Testaments. Fundamental to Matthew’s spiritual vision is
Jesus’ relationship to Israel’s Heritage.” [Hartin, p.14]
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The structure of this Gospel reflects the Old Testament in a number of
ways. It is structured on five teaching discourses all of which finish with
a similar formula “when Jesus had finished saying these things”. These
five discourses mirror the five books of the Torah (the Pentateuch or
first five books of the Old Testament). In this way Jesus is presented as
the new Moses offering a new Torah (law). Throughout the Gospel
there are fourteen almost identical formula quotations emphasizing
how Jesus fulfils the law and the prophets. You will note how this
reading guide is divided into these five sections each with a narrative
and sermon part.

Jesus is presented in the Gospel as son of David, son of Abraham (1:1),
Messiah (1:16), Lord (8:2,6,8) and Teacher/Rabbi (19:16). Most
importantly he is Emmanuel which means ‘God is with us’ (1:22-23).
Thus as Hartin affirms: “Matthew’s spirituality embraces a life led in
response to the person of Jesus as ‘God with us’” [Hartin, p.29]. The
Gospel encourages the reader through our experience of Jesus (as God
with us) to embrace a life transformed by interior prayer and faith
expressed in action.

Matthew and his community.

Who was Matthew and who was his audience? These are reasonable
guestions to ask as their answers will help us get more out of the text of
the Gospel. The first, and perhaps obvious thing to notice (and this will
come as a shock to many people) is that the Gospel makes no mention
of Matthew being its author. In fact none of the Gospels mention their
respective authors. The earliest reference to the Gospel being
attributed to Matthew comes from the writings of St Irenaeus from
around the year 190CE. Probably 100 years after the Gospel was
written. The earliest quotations from the Gospel come from around the
year 110CE by St Ignatius of Antioch. This makes sense as most scholars
hypothesize that the Gospel was written in Antioch (Syria) probably
between the years 80-90CE. The Gospel was written in Greek, with
Aramaic influences and so points to an author who was a Greek
speaking Jewish Christian.

Matthew, Like Luke’s Gospel, is drawn from the earlier Gospel of Mark
and a sayings source terms Q (which is the verses common to Matthew
and Luke but not taken from Mark). Another surprise for you might be
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the extent to which Matthew borrows from Mark. Mark’s Gospel is 661
verses long and Matthew includes 500 verses of these. There are 235
verses taken from Q which are common to Luke’s Gospel and a further
333 verses which are specific to Matthew.

What does this background tell us? That Matthew’s Gospel is
thoroughly in line with the earlier Gospel traditions that were known at
the time, but that it also speaks to specifically to a Jewish Christian
audience, probably living in Antioch, and confirms for them that Jesus is
the fulfilment of the law and the prophets (cf Matthew 5:17). As Donald
Senior points out: “none of the Gospels are more thoroughly Jewish in
perspective that Matthew” [Senior p.22] And Daniel Harrington points
out “Matthew is unintelligible without reference to the Hebrew Bible
and other Jewish writings.” [Harrington, p.20]. It seems that this
community of Jewish Christians is in a minority situation, living in
Antioch, a city of some 150 to 300 thousand, in the wake of the
destruction of the Temple in Jerusalem (70CE), and exploring how their
belief in Jesus was compatible with their Jewish Heritage. They were
very conscious of the bigger cosmopolitan world around them and so
were open to non-Jewish believers.

Whilst it is likely that Matthew’s community still considered themselves
Jews, albeit with some non-Jewish converts, a crisis is coming where
the separation from the synagogue was inevitable. Acts 11:26 (written
later than Matthew) tells us that it was in Antioch where the disciples
were first called “Christians”. Michael Fallon points out “Probably
because the coming together of Jews and non-Jews into the one
community made it obvious to outsiders that they were not a Jewish
sect” [Fallon, p.24]. Interestingly Matthew is the only Gospel to use the
Greek word ekklesia, which in the New Testament is generally
translated as “church”. The structure of the Gospel whilst thoroughly
Jewish in its mirroring of the Torah points to a new way of being
community through five discourses of teachings on discipleship,
mission, the Kingdom, Church order and the final coming. This appears
to be a community on the cusp of great change — the brave new world
of Jewish and Gentile believers being Christians together as the church.
It is for this community that the saving Gospel of Jesus is written. It
proclaims that Jesus is son of David and son of Abraham. Jesus is also
Messiah, Saviour, Lord and Emmanuel God-with-us, fulfilling the law
and the prophets and bringing good news to all nations.
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Daily Reflections with Matthew.

Day 1 of 40 — Read Matthew 1:1-17 first if you can.

Welcome! You’ve started your Lenten reading journey with a fresh flush
of enthusiasm and you are probably disappointed. This passage is just a
list of names. “When do we get to the good stuff?” you might ask. Well
look again. We know that any good writer begins with a really
important statement about where they are going in their book. Donald
Senior writes: “far from being a lifeless list of names, the genealogy that
inaugurates Matthew’s story is saturated with his theological
perspective.” You will see from the reading guide how Matthew uses
the 5-part structure of the Hebrew Torah to structure his Gospel. Just
as the book of Genesis begins with the birth of the cosmos, creation
and all humanity, Matthew begins with the birth (genesis) of Jesus who
is “the Messiah (or Christ), the son of David, the son of Abraham”. Right
here there is something important about this Gospel: Jesus is a son of
these key figures of the Jewish faith — Abraham and David. The
genealogy tells that story, but... all is not as it seems.

There are five women in the genealogy who we might not expect:
Tamar, Rahab, Ruth, Bathsheba (unnamed as the wife of Uriah) and
Mary. These are not the classic heroic female figures like Sarah or
Rachel or Rebecca, but are to varying degrees outsiders, whose
inclusion makes us stop and think. Matthew is clear on the numbers of
generations: 14 from Abraham to David; 14 from David to Exile in
Babylon; 14 from Exile to Jesus. But have you actually bothered to
count them? The last group is only 13 generations, not 14! Couldn’t
Matthew count? Or is this genealogy telling us that the last generation
is completed with us, the brothers and sisters of the risen Christ - the
single generation of the believers in Christ across all the world and for
all future time.

More than just a list of names, this opening passage sets the stage for
where Jesus has come from and for what is to follow.

Jesus, my brother, as | read of your earthly family,

I give thanks for my own family,

For the stories of my heritage,

with all its strengths and shortcomings.

As | give thanks for my family,

I also give thanks for my adoption as a child of God. Amen.
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Day 2 of 40 — Read Matthew 1:18-2:12 first if you can

Now the action really begins — An unexpected pregnancy, a potential
divorce, an angel’s message in a dream, the birth of Jesus, strange
visitors from the East. Take time to digest this passage. We are so used
to hearing Luke’s version of the nativity at Christmas the we don’t often
read this whole passage through from Matthew.

You might notice the prominence of Joseph. It is Joseph, rather than
Mary, who receives the angel’s news, telling him not to be afraid for
Mary’s child is conceived of the Holy Spirit. Joseph is obedient to God,
but his piety doesn’t prevent him being concerned for Mary’s wellbeing.
The reassurance he receives from God encourages him to marry Mary,
and, in fulfillment of the scriptures, to name his son, Jesus. In this
section we have the first of two quotes from the Hebrew Scriptures
pointing to God’s purposes being fulfilled. This is a recurring theme for
Matthew which contains far more quotes from the Hebrew Scriptures
that the other Gospels. Matthew’s gospel alone highlights the reference
to Jesus being Emmanuel (God-with-us) and this very much sets the
tone for the Gospel’s understanding of Jesus’ mission.

The second part of this reading features the magi. They are not kings
nor are there necessarily three of them only that there are three gifts
given to Jesus. Magi is a name ascribed to Eastern astrologers, possibly
from Persia. This captures another theme of Matthew’s Gospel that
Jesus is here for all nations. This will be reaffirmed in the concluding
chapter of the Gospel when the disciples are sent into all nations.
Perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised that the first people to worship
Jesus are foreigners, because we already know that ‘outsiders’ featured
in Jesus’ genealogy.

Who are the unexpected people in our lives who have come to us when
we needed someone? Consider this question and give thanks for their
presence.

My singing heart, my day’s praise, my gold,

I bring for celebration

My Stillness, my glimpses of serenity, my frankincense,

I bring for meditation

My brokenness, my tears of rage and sorrow, my myrrh,

I bring for sacrifice.
[Kate Compston, Hampshire 1990, Bread for Tomorrow, Praying with the World’s Poor]
Page 6



Day 3 of 40 — Read Matthew 2:13-23 first if you can

The prologue to the Gospel is brought to conclusion with the malicious
threat that necessitates the Holy Family fleeing to Egypt. This potential
threat of King Herod is brought to bear in the horrifying events of the
massacre of the infants. The harsh reality of this event brings us down
to earth with a thud after the beauty of the star and the visit of the
magi with their gifts. The quote included in 2:18 from Jeremiah is so apt
— wailing, lamentation, refusing consolation, would surely accompany
such an event as it would the many massacres of innocents that have
taken place throughout history. A tragic occurrence that has happened
even, sadly, in our own nation’s history.

It's not often we read this passage in church. It is confronting, but it is
very real. Consider the state of our world at the moment. Reflect on the
places where innocent people are suffering either through human
cruelty or natural disaster. May we always, as Christians, have hearts to
pray for those who suffer and, when it is within our power, to do what
we can to ease their suffering.

As we conclude the prologue of the Gospel it seems timely to provide
some background information to the Gospel and this is included after
the prayer. It is purely optional reading for those who are interested.

Holy Child of Bethlehem, whom Herod sought to kill;

I pray for all who live with danger, all who are persecuted.

Holy Child of Bethlehem,A refugee in Egypt;

I pray for all who are far from their homes.

Holy Child of Bethlehem, in you the Eternal was pleased to dwell,

Help me, | pray, to see the divine image in people everywhere. Amen.
David Blanchflower, from All Year Round (British Council of Churches, 1987)

Day 4 of 40 — Read Matthew 3:1-17 first if you can

In this passage Matthew for the first time includes material from Mark
and Q but reworks it to make the message clearer. Harrington says: “we
see the careful editor at work — careful to transmit the basic message of
his source (Mark 1:2-6) while doing the kinds of tasks that a good editor
performs: integrating the source into his own narrative (3:1), supplying
explanations (3:2), correcting mistakes in the source (3:3) and
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rearranging material to make his presentation more coherent and
effective (3:4, 5-6)” [Harrington, p.52].

This chapter also lays out the key themes of Matthew’s Gospel: the
reign of heaven, judgement, the call for repentance and good deeds, as
well as themes of righteousness and justice. This section also
unambiguously reaffirms that Jesus is the Messiah and the Son of God.

As we read this passage in the season of Lent, the word “repent” leaps
out at us. We see that repenting and being baptised is not about
gaining a presumption of status, but rather it necessitates that we bear
fruit worthy of repentance. Jesus’ baptism is one of great affirmation —
he is God’s son, beloved and pleasing to God. Consider for a moment
that this loving affirmation is poured out upon each of us in our baptism
too. Just as Jesus’ baptism led him into action for the kingdom, so does
ours.

Loving God, your Son came to seek the lost

And was baptised with sinners:

Grant that we, who have been baptised in his name,

May reach out in love to those in need

With the mercy of Christ our Lord. Amen.

[Collect for the Feast of the Baptism of our Lord (APBA p.527)]

Day 5 of 40 — Reading Matthew 4:1-25 first if you can

In this next part of the narrative section, the action moves quickly. Jesus
is tempted in the wilderness, begins his Galilean ministry, calls his first
disciples and ministers to the crowds. We are told his fame spread
throughout all of Syria (assumed to be a clue that the Gospel was
written in Syria) and great crowds followed him from Galilee, the
Decapolis (a group of ten cities in the Southern Levant), Jerusalem,
Judea and beyond the Jordan.

Every time | look at the temptations of Jesus in the wilderness, | notice
more deeply their subtlety and relevance. We might also notice the
battle of scripture quotations that takes place. Perhaps the saying
“Even the devil can quote scripture” comes to mind. This quote is taken
from Shakespeare’s Merchant of Venice but was no doubt inspired by
this interaction in Matthew 4:1-11. Jesus could use his power to feed
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his own hunger, but “no” he will rely on God’s word to sustain him.
Well, if he wants to rely on God so much, throw himself off the temple
and God’s angels will catch him. This would be to give up all
responsibility and put God to the test. Okay then, if you want personal
responsibility here’s all the kingdoms of the world and just a “small”
price to pay to get them! Jesus remains strong and clear about who he
is, what his life is based on, and his responsibility to God. He is ready to
begin his ministry.

It is interesting that Jesus’ message is identical to that of John the
Baptist, who by this stage has been arrested (4:12). “Repent, for the
Kingdom of Heaven has come near” (3:2 & 4:17). We are told that Jesus
proclaimed the good news of the kingdom (4:23) but at this stage we
don’t know fully what that good news is. Well stay tuned.... The Sermon
on the Mount is about to begin.

The desert waits, ready for those who come,

Who come obedient to the Spirit’s leading;

Or who are driven, because they will not come any other way.

The desert always waits, ready to let us know who we are -

The place of self-discovery.

And whilst we fear, and rightly,

The loneliness and emptiness and harshness, we forget the angels,
Whom we cannot see for our blindness,

But who come when God decides that we need their help;

When we are ready for what they can give us.
[Ruth Burgess, from Bread for Tomorrow, praying with the World’s Poor]

Day 6 of 40 - Read Matthew 5:1-20 first if you can

Over the next four days we will read through the Sermon on the Mount
— The greatest sermon ever preached and perhaps the most influential
speech ever made. The sermon starts powerfully with the Beatitudes,
which is an amazing description of the values of God’s kingdom - where
it is not the wealthy, successful, powerful and beautiful who are blessed
but the poor, the grieving, the meek, the merciful, the pure in heart,
the peacemakers, the persecuted and those who thirst for
righteousness.
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In his ground-breaking series in the 1980s, Ernesto Cardenal (a Catholic
priest in a poor fishing village in Nicaragua) recorded and published
discussions on the Gospel with the local villagers. Here is a section from
Volume 1 on the verse “Blessed are the poor”:

“OSCAR’S MOTHER: ‘It seems to me that the kingdom is love. Love in
this life. And heaven is for those who love here, because God is love’.
FELIPE: “Jesus said that because he knows the poor are able to put
love into practice better, right? — which is the kingdom that God
brings us. Then he blesses the poor because they’re the ones who are
going to make this new society of love.’

JULIO: ‘and it’s because the rich couldn’t practice love, then.’

| asked why not.

JULIO: ‘Because of their great selfishness, they can’t say that they can
love. But the poor can, because as oppressed people they do not
exploit and they are less selfish.’

| said that was true, that the rich in some way always made money at
the cost of the poor...”

Reading this confronts us with grass-roots liberation theology. Consider
for a moment how the beatitudes sound to the those who have least in
this world. This helps us grasp Jesus radical vision for the Kingdom.
Consider also that Jesus says to us, yes to each of us, “you are the salt
of the earth” and “you are the light of the world”. Consider the
guestion: How can | add flavour and light this day to others?

Christ Jesus , you call us to give our life for love.
And even if there is a greater or lesser degree
of darkness in each of us,

There is also your presence, your Holy Spirit.
Brother Roger of Taize

Day 7 of 40 — Read Matthew 5:21-48 first if you can

The previous section contained the important verse 17, when Jesus
says: “Do not think that | have come to abolish the law or the prophets; |
have not come to abolish but to fulfill”. Jesus then proceeds here to
take certain laws and pushes them to their outer limits. Is Jesus trying
to shock us? Or is he attacking the pharisees? Or should we really be
plucking out our eyes and cutting off our hands? This technique of

Page 10



reductio ad absurdum is certainly confronting but also points out the
importance of historical context.

Apparently there was a strict group of Pharisees nicknamed “the
bruised and battered pharisees” because they would close their eyes
when seeing a woman for fear of sinning, and so would walk into walls.
Is Jesus attacking this group rhetorically?

The passage on divorce has been used out of context too. In Jesus’ day,
divorce was common and men could obtain one easily whereas women
generally could not. Whilst we don’t immediately see it, Jesus is in fact
upholding women’s rights in this passage by preventing the frequent
practice which forced them into poverty and ‘technical’ infidelity.

This whole section is best interpreted by the standard of love that Jesus
gives his disciples. The law on retaliation ‘eye for an eye’ etc.. was
originally intended to place a limit on retribution, but Jesus instead puts
forward the point that evil is not defeated by resisting it with another
measure of evil but by outdoing it with love. His demand that we love
our enemies flows from this. We are left with the startling injunction:
“be perfect, therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect.” How on
earth can we achieve that? Perhaps it might be helpful to reflect that
the Greek word Telios can be translated in a number of ways including:
perfect, whole, complete, mature, full-grown, complete.

O Spirit of Christ, come.
Blaze this darkness among us with your truth.
O Spirit of Peace, come.

Heal our woundedness together. Amen.
[prayer from the Philippines “From Short to Shore”]

Day 8 of 40 — Read Matthew 6:1-34 first if you can

The Sermon on the Mount continues with some very helpful teaching
for our spiritual lives. One feature of Matthew’s gospel is the grouping
of things in threes. You may have already noticed it, but it is clear in this
section.

The first part of this chapter addresses three spiritual disciplines which
we still embrace especially during Lent — giving, fasting and praying.
Jesus points to the hypocrisy of making a big show of things that should
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be private spiritual disciplines. Daniel Harrington writes “Teachers and
preachers need to emphasize that the Matthean Jesus in 6:1-18 does
not attack public piety but rather criticizes ostentatious displays of what
should be private religious acts.” [Harrington, p.99].

Many of us will immediately be drawn to verses 9-13 which relates the
Lord’s Prayer. Jesus’ words “pray then in this way” can be interpreted
as saying this is the type of prayer you should say. We see it as a
framework for our own praying. The prayer contains two groups of
threes — three “you” petitions and three “we” petitions. The prayer
begins by inviting us to reflect on God’s purposes — God’s name be
hallowed, God’s kingdom come, God’s will be done. There is a good
lesson in this for us: are our prayers more guided by God’s agenda or
our own? Of course our needs are important also and these find
expression in the next group of three: Our daily bread (or bread for
tomorrow); our forgiveness, our protection. The prayer is amazing in its
relevance and, as well as reciting it, we can experiment with modelling
our free prayers on this structure as well.

Three short teachings on treasures, the sound eye and serving two
masters are then followed with a wonderful teaching section about
worry. You may well have some favourite sections within this chapter.
Feel free to stay with one or two verses that catch you eye to reflect on
and meditate with.

Lord, let my prayers not cease when I leave the house of God.

My thoughts in daily life, and my actions in my home

Must reflect the joy I feel in the sanctuary.

May each moment | spend in the sanctuary

Remain an abiding inspiration in my daily life. Amen.

[Rabbi Albert Friedlander, printed in “From Shore to Shore: Liturgies, Litanies and prayers
from around the world”]

Day 9 of 40 — Read Matthew 7:1-29 first if you can

Today we have the concluding part of Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount.
Again it contains many gems which may be among people’s favourite
verses — Do not judge; Ask and it will be given to you; the golden rule,
the narrow gate, the house on the rock. Which parts speak to you at
the moment?
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It always strikes me that one of the commandments of Jesus that
Christians are worst at keeping is “Do not judge” (7:1). We are
particularly good at directing that judgement at other Christians. Jesus
knows this is a hard teaching to put into action so he illustrates it with a
powerful image. The person with the log in their eye who is
preoccupied with the speck in their neighbours eye. Jesus points out
the hypocrisy of this and once again the remedy is humility about one’s
own humanity and then compassion, rather than judgement, towards
the neighbour.

Most of us have little issue with the Golden rule as a great ethical
standard. Indeed many world religions have something very similar. You
will find on the internet criticism of it though and promotion of the
diamond or platinum rule which states, “do to others as they want to
be done to them.” That might be reasonable, but we cannot always
know what others want, and a fuller interpretation of the golden rule
covers that possibility anyway. In either case Jesus points to an ethical
standard care towards others.

Fittingly the sermon concludes with the invitation to build our house
(our lives) on rock, on the solid foundation of the teachings of Jesus.
With that invitation the teaching discourse on discipleship concludes
and tomorrow we enter another narrative section.

Jesus, thank you for teaching me the wisdom of God’s kingdom
Thank you for the insights of the golden rule

May I have insight and discernment

To treat others with kindness, care and compassion

In the way | would like to be treated. Amen.

Day 10 of 40 — Read Matthew 8:1-22 first if you can

In 4:23 of Matthew’s Gospel we were told that Jesus went throughout
Galilee teaching, proclaiming the good news and curing every disease
and every sickness. Yet so far in the Gospel we have not read of any
specific healing events. Now, after the Sermon on the Mount has
concluded, in the second narrative section of the Gospel, we meet Jesus
the healer through three specific healing events — The leper [8:2-4], the
centurion’s servant [8:5-13] and Peter’s mother-in-law [8:14-15]. These
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are followed by a range of unspecified healings and a quote from Isaiah
[8:16-17]

The central healing story seems the most extraordinary. The Centurion
is an outsider, but one of great faith. When Jesus offers to come to his
home (something rather scandalous) the centurion expresses his belief
that this is not necessary for Jesus can just ‘speak the word’ and the
servant will be healed. Jesus’ exclamation “in no one in Israel have |
found such faith” is a challenging statement to us but how much more
so for Matthew’s community of Jewish Christians. Here in the next
verse [8:11] where Jesus anticipates “many will come from east and
west and will eat with Abraham and Isaac and Jacob in the kingdom of
heaven” is a reinforcing of the view that outsiders have a place in the
family of Christ. This was something the early church communities
grappled with deeply as we see in the Acts of the Apostles [cf Acts 15:1-
35].

Whilst it may be surprising not to have had any healing stories so far in
the Gospel, Donald Senior writes: “The evangelist [Matthew] will
narrate ten miracle stories in these two chapters [8&9] to illustrate
Jesus’ extraordinary power and authority; at the same time, a related
emphasis on discipleship also begins to emerge” [Senior, p.94] This
Jesus with power to heal is one we want to follow, but the concluding
verses of this section also point out that there can be a cost to this
discipleship [8:18-22].

God of mercy, when we are bewildered
by the incomprehensible suffering of the innocent,
come to enable us to manifest, by the lives that we live,

a reflection of the compassion of Christ. Amen.
[Brother Roger of Taize]

Day 11 of 40 — Read Matthew 8:23-9:8 first if you can

Commentator Michael Fallon entitles this section “three victories over

evil”. This connection between the three doesn’t immediately occur to

us but on closer inspection it proves to be very insightful. The primeval

narratives of creation and the flood in Genesis remind us that in the

Jewish psyche of Jesus’ day the sea was a symbol of chaos. In 8:23-27

The wind and waves are clearly working against Jesus’ purposes and the
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disciples are so afraid they fear they will die. Jesus has the authority to
speak against the forces of evil beyond us that threaten to destroy us.
Accordingly, the disciples are amazed that “even the winds and the sea
obey him.”

The next section about the two Gadarene Demoniacs paints a scenario
where the chaos is not arising from beyond but from within. Fallon
writes: “sometimes we are able to believe even though everything
around us seems to be in chaos. But what about when the chaos is
experienced within? What about when our psyche is falling apart and
we experience a profound oppression from within? In this scene
Matthew demonstrates that not even that kind of situation can
separate us from the healing and redeeming word of God coming to us
in Jesus.” [Fallon, p.142] Its important to add that modern
psychological and psychiatric care is crucial in these instances but this
passage assures us that God wants our healing and Christ never rejects
us but supports our liberation.

In the final part of this reading, Jesus heals a paralysed man through the
forgiveness of his sins. In Jesus’ day it was not uncommon for people to
assume sickness or suffering was the result of sin. Jesus speaks through
this misconception by forgiving the paralysed man. This causes scandal
amongst the scribes, but Jesus poses the question in response: “which
is easier, to say ‘your sins are forgiven’ or to say, ‘stand up and walk’?”
[9:5]. Thus, this healing works on multiple levels and reassures us that,
as Fallon writes: “the love of God penetrates to the deepest recesses of
our hidden paralysis.” [Fallon, p.145]

Christ Jesus, Saviour of every life,
You do not want inner anguish for anyone.
And you come to shed light on the mystery of human suffering

By placing in us the comfort given by the Holy Spirit.
[Brother Roger of Taize]

Day 12 of 40 — Read Matthew 9:9-34 first if you can

This section starts with the call of Matthew the tax-collector (called Levi
in Mark and Luke). No specific details are given about Matthew except
references to him later in the Gospel and in Mark, Luke and Acts as one
of the twelve. Here his calling leads into Jesus sitting at dinner with
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“many tax collectors and sinners” (9:10). This causes scandal amongst
the Pharisees, but as Jesus points out “/ have come to call not the
righteous but sinners” (9:13). Matthew backs up this calling with a verse
from Hosea 6:6 — “I desire mercy not sacrifice”. A reference that is used
againin 12:7.

This causes us to reflect on our calling as Christians and who we
associate with and how we treat them. One criticism of the church is
that we are too mono-cultural. If you were to look around at the faces
in church on Sunday morning and compare what you see to the range
of faces in Rundle Mall or on Jetty Road, one has to admit that criticism
is true. However, those who volunteer in our parish office will attest to
the fact that we see a very wide range of people coming through the
office door during the week. Just in the past couple days: an Iranian
man wanting to borrow a prayerbook; an Aboriginal woman wanting
some socks; a heavily tattooed man wanting some coffee; some tourists
wanting to look in the church. One priest | know has put the word
SANCTUARY facing their entry door, thus proclaiming that church is a
safe space of welcome. Not all have found the church to be such, but
that word is a good reminder of our calling and Jesus exemplifies this
active hospitality for us.

A short section about fasting (9:14-17 which can be compared with
6:16-18) is then followed by another triad of healings: Matthew’s
version of the healing of the woman in the crowd and the synagogue
leaders’ daughter; the healing of two blind men and the healing of the
one who was mute. In each of these cases, those on the outer are being
included by Jesus through their healings. The next two days will move
us into Jesus’ teaching discourse on Mission.

O God: Enlarge my heart that it may be big enough

to receive the greatness of your love.

Stretch my heart that it may take into it all those

who with me around the world believe in Jesus Christ.

Stretch it that it may take into it all those who do not know him,
but who are my responsibility because | know him.

And stretch it that it may take in all those

who are not lovely in my eyes,

and whose hands | do not want to touch;

Through Jesus Christ, my saviour. Amen.
[Prayer of an African Christian]

Page 16



Day 13 of 40 — Read Matthew 9:35-10:15 first if you can

The first verses of this discourse on mission highlight Jesus’ motivation.
Jesus, in proclaiming the good news of the kingdom and healing every
sickness, does so out of compassion. “When he saw the crowds, he had
compassion for them, because they were harassed and helpless, like
sheep without a shepherd.” (9:36). The compassion of Jesus is
highlighted several more times in the Gospel (cf 14:14; 15:32; 20:34).

We are then told the names of the twelve disciples in the context of
them being sent out as an extension of Jesus’ mission — to cast out
unclean spirits and cure every disease and sickness (10:1). This is
reinforced in 10:7 that they should proclaim the good news “The
kingdom of heaven has come near”, cure the sick, raise the dead,
cleanse the lepers and cast out demons. Whilst we marvel at their
faithful discipleship many of us feel such a calling is beyond us. But is it?
This mission is an expression of the compassion of Jesus. We can all
show compassion. Later on in 10:12-14 the disciples were instructed to
offer peace and if that was received then to stay in that place. In other
words, all we can do is offer peace and compassion in each situation,
but if that is not wanted, then we can move on. Perhaps we fail to see
the reassurance in this verse that we are called to minister to those
who willingly want to receive it, not to those who don’t.

A final word on why the mission of the twelve is only to the lost sheep
of Israel (10:5-6). This seems especially confusing considering the
universal nature of Matthew’s Gospel (cf 28:19). It seems that this is
the starting point, not the end point, of Jesus’ mission. This would have
made particular sense to Matthew’s community of Jewish Christians in
Syria who were gradually including non-Jewish believers. For us as a
church community we are privileged that people still come to us, but
that will increasingly be less the case into the future. So how do we put
this teaching on mission into practice? Perhaps to go first to those who
have lapsed from the church and then if that contact is not welcome, to
go beyond...

Christ,

whose insistent call disturbs our settled lives:
give us discernment to hear your word,
Grace to relinquish our tasks,

And courage to follow empty-handed wherever you may lead,
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So that the voice of your gospel

may reach to the ends of the earth. Amen.
[Prayer for discipleship, APBA p.210]

Day 14 of 40 — Read Matthew 10:16-11:1 first if you can

Well if we thought the first part of this discourse on mission was
challenging, it gets a bit scarier in this part. No one welcomes the
thought of being persecuted, but we have to admit that persecution for
religious and other reasons has been and is part of our human history
and present. In the face of the struggle against evil, Jesus’ disciples are
to remain “as innocent as doves”. We should also remember, in this
context, Jesus’ previous teachings to be pure in heart (5:8); to not resist
evil with evil (5:29); to love our enemies (5:44); to be
perfect/whole/mature/grown-up like God (5:48); to keep our hearts
fixed on God (6:21) and to strive for God’s kingdom (6:33).

There is also a reassurance that it is okay to flee away from difficulty
(10:23) and to not be overcome by fear (10:26) because those things
that are covered up (injustices) will eventually be uncovered. Whilst the
section about ‘not peace, but a sword’ (10:34-39) is unsettling, it does
represent reality. Jesus experienced this and, no doubt, Matthew’s
community of Jewish Christians had experienced this reality too.

In the end there is comfort despite the difficulties - there will also be
welcome and reward (10:40-42). When we welcome others, or they
welcome us, then the welcome is to God also. God is brought into the
situation through our openness and welcome and through that of
others. And that welcome can be through very small acts of kindness
and compassion, even something so small as giving a cup of cold water.
We might reflect whether the challenges of our age cause us to be
fearful and discouraged or whether they invite us to be sheep amongst
wolves, wise as serpents and innocent as doves?

O Loving God,

To turn away from you is to fall,

To turn towards you is to rise,

And to stand before you is to abide for ever.
Grant us, dear God,

In all our duties your help;
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In all our uncertainties your guidance;
In all our dangers your protection;
And in all our sorrows your peace;

Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
[St Augustine, 354-430]

Day 15 of 40 — Read Matthew 11:2-30 first if you can

John the Baptist is in prison and sends a message to Jesus asking if he is
the “one who is to come”. The question seems surprising as John clearly
had no doubts at all that Jesus was the one when he baptised him
(3:13-17). Jesus’ answer draws on Isaiah 35:5-6 and also makes us think
of the passage he read in the synagogue at the beginning of his ministry
in Luke 4:18-19 (quoting Isaiah 61:1-2). These signs of the kingdom are
to be found in the Old Testament prophets and, as we know, Matthew’s
gospel is keen to present Jesus as the fulfillment of the law and
prophets. What are the signs of the kingdom? — the blind see, the lame
walk, lepers are cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised and the
poor receive good news. We may look at this solely as an affirmation of
Jesus’ messianic nature but we shouldn’t miss the point this further
highlights the values of the kingdom, as already affirmed in the
beatitudes. The kingdom of God restores and includes those who are
marginalised by these various forms of suffering.

Verses 16-19 and 25-30 draw heavily on the Jewish Wisdom tradition.
Jesus is not only putting into action the word of the prophets but is also
a child of Wisdom (v.19) and the personification of Wisdom (vv.28-30).
The Wisdom traditions of the Old Testament present Wisdom as a
feminine image of God (Hokmah in Hebrew, Sophia in Greek, Sapientia
in Latin). In verses 25-27 Jesus is the one who received the wisdom of
God (this passage echoes Daniel 2:19-23). Then, in the beautiful words
of invitation (vv.28-30) which only occur in Matthew, Jesus speaks like
Wisdom herself (cf Sirach 51:23-30 esp. v. 23 “draw near to me, you
who are uneducated, and lodge in the house of instruction” and v.26
“put your neck under her yoke and let your souls receive instruction.”
For the Jewish Christians of Matthew’s community this affirms that
Jesus is not only filled with God’s Spirit/ Ruach (as seen at his baptism)
and God’s Glory/Shekinah (as seen in the transfiguration) but also
teaches and personifies God’s Holy Wisdom/Hokmah.
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Hidden God, whose wisdom compels our love

And unsettles all our values.

Fill us with desire to search for her truth,

That we may transform the world becoming fools for her sake,

Through Jesus Christ. Amen.
[Janet Morley (based on Proverbs 2:1-9 & 1 Corinthians 3:18-23)]

Day 16 of 40 — Read Matthew 12:1-21 first if you can

As this narrative section of the Gospel continues, two situations of
conflict come to the fore. Both involve Jesus breaking Sabbath laws. The
paradox here is that in Matthew’s Gospel Jesus is the fulfillment of the
law, yet here he breaks the law. How are we to understand this?

In the first situation, Jesus and his disciples pluck grain on the Sabbath.
One way that the Jewish society cared for the hungry was that it was
legal to ‘glean’, that is to take leftover grain after the farmer had
harvested. The problem here was that Jesus and his disciples did this on
the Sabbath — plucking grain was technically ‘working’ which was not
allowed on the Sabbath. Jesus quoted King David’s act of eating the
bread of the presence (cf 1 Samuel 21:1-6), which, whilst it also broke
the law was not a contravention of the Sabbath. The section ends with
Hosea 6:6 being quoted again (as was done in Matthew 9:13) — ‘] desire
mercy not sacrifice’, thus, as Donald Senior writes, “illustrating again
the fundamental principle of the Gospel that in giving precedence to
human need over cultic command Jesus did not destroy, but fulfilled the
law.” [Senior, p.137]

The second incident about the healing of the man with the withered
hand on the Sabbath reinforces this same point but is more clear-cut
because it seems to be an act of greater compassion. Whilst action to
relieve a life-threatening situation was actually permitted on the
Sabbath under the law, Jesus takes this further by alleviating a chronic
condition. His point is that the Sabbath was made for humans not
humans for the Sabbath. This was a step too far for the pharisees who
conspired on how to destroy him (12:14).

The concluding verses of the section then include the longest fulfillment
quotation used in the Gospel (Isaiah 42:1-4) and one which has clear
universal overtones. Was this passage a specific message to Matthew’s

community who were still trying to keep Sabbath observance to the
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detriment of their Christian mission? What questions are we left with
for today? Does our society, or do we, ever allow legal compliance to
get in the way of compassionate action?

O Lord and Master Jesus Christ, Word of the everlasting Father,
You have borne our griefs and

carried the burdens of our human frailty;

By the power of the Holy Spirit,

renew in your church the gifts of healing,

And send out your disciples again

to preach the gospel of your kingdom,

To heal the sick and to relieve the sufferings of your children;

To the praise and glory of your holy name. Amen.
[Liturgy of St Mark, 5t" Century.]

Day 17 of 40 — Read Matthew 12:22-50 first if you can

This section might leave you with more questions that answers. To be
honest, some of it seems quite baffling. To begin with there is a healing,
which should be a cause for rejoicing, but instead prompts Jesus’
opponents to accuse him of casting out demons in the name of
Beelzebul. This is a patently ridiculous accusation. Accusing him of
casting out evil in the name of evil, is akin to accusing him of casting out
good in the name of good. Thus, Jesus’ comment that a divided
kingdom cannot stand. That makes sense, Jesus is a person of complete
integrity. Everything he does is in harmony with God’s kingdom. And
evil will not be able to withstand the coming kingdom.

| must admit the part about a sin against the Holy Spirit never being
forgiven (12:31-32) always concerned me as a young person. However,
the assumption here is that the Holy Spirit is the source of forgiveness.
By rejecting the Spirit, one cuts oneself off from the possibility of
forgiveness. Michael Fallon writes: “whenever we call good evil, we sin
against the Holy Spirit, and so long as we persist in that wrong
judgement, our sin remains.” [Fallon, p.192]. He goes on to pose this
very pertinent challenge: “How often, unwittingly, we oppose good by
too readily judging it to be evil because it fails to fit in with our
preconceived expectations. We need to be discerning, but let us pray for
humility, and for the openness of a child before the wonder of God’s
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action in our lives and before the unexpected ways in which God
chooses to come to us.”

The challenge to Jesus’ opponents is that the people of Nineveh, a
Gentile city, repented (cf Jonah 3:6-9) and the Queen of the South, a
Gentile queen, recognised the presence of God’s wisdom in Solomon (cf
1 Kings 10:1-13), so here in Jesus is something even greater than the
sign of Jonah and Solomon’s wisdom and they are not accepting it. This
teaching would resonate with Matthew’s community who were
including Gentile believers in Jesus. In the final analysis the true kindred
of Jesus, his real mother and brothers and sisters, are those who do the
will of God in heaven. This reminds us of the genealogy we looked at on
day one of this reading guide. We are the final generation, the kindred
of Jesus, and by our fruits (our good words and actions) we will be
known.

O loving God,

You are the light of the minds that know you,

the life of the souls that love you,

And the strength of the hearts that serve you.

Help us so to know you that we may truly love you;
And so to love you that we may faithfully serve you,
Whom to serve is perfect freedom.

Through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
[Gelasian Sacramentary, 7" Century]

Day 18 of 40 — Read Matthew 13:1-23 first if you can

For the next two days we enter the third teaching discourse in the
Gospel. This is based around a number of parables. Today we focus
solely on the parable of the Sower, accompanied by a teaching on the
purpose of parables and an explanation about this particular parable.
Tomorrow we will encounter two sets of three parables.

One beauty of Jesus’ parables is that they can speak to us in different
ways depending on our viewpoint and life circumstances when we read
them. | think for the modern reader it is a little disappointing that the
parable of the sower is explained to the reader. The parable is strong
enough to stand on its own but perhaps for some people that
explanation may be necessary.
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It is easy to see the parable of the sower being about four different
types of people or situations as is explained in Matthew 13:18-23. A
good spiritual director, however, might ask us to reflect on the ways
each of us can be like the four different types of soil. And then to
consider how we might form our lives to more like the good soil more
of the time. Approaching it in this way leads us into our own spiritual
growth and perhaps helps us be less judgemental of the other types of
soil.

Alone of the three synoptic Gospels, Matthew adds the quotation from
Isaiah, that the people’s hearts have grown dull and their ears hard of
hearing (Isaiah 6:9-10). This serves as a warning to us not to take the
teachings of Jesus, and his parables in particular, for granted. We must
always approach them with the expectation that we can still hear
something new and thus be the good soil that bears fruit. In this way
Jesus says to us: “Blessed are your eyes, for they see, and your ears, for
they hear” (13:16)

Jesus our teacher,

Open our minds and ears anew to your parables.

May we always be prepared to sit, like Mary, at your feet
And learn from your teaching with open hearts.

Amen.

Day 19 of 40 — Read Matthew 13:24-53 first if you can.

In this section we encounter two sets of three parables — The weeds,
the mustard seed and the yeast. And then the treasure, the fine pearl
and the net cast into the sea. Of these six only the parables of the
mustard seed and the yeast are found in other gospels. The remaining
four are found in Matthew’s Gospel alone.

The parable of the wheat and the weeds is a profound reflection on the
co-existence of good and evil in our midst. How are we to cope with
this? In part this parable reassures us that this situation is beyond our
ability to change and that ultimately God will preserve the good and
remove the bad. Matthew 18:15-20 (which we will get to in a few days)
gives a more practical guide to resolving differences in a community.
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This parable though is more concerned with reassuring us of the
ultimate victory of the Kingdom of heaven.

The following two parables then make sense in this context. The
movement of the kingdom can seem so small. We might feel that in our
own Australian context when we look at the fragility of Christian life
and witness. Yet the mustard seed and the yeast have immense power
despite their diminutive size.

The parables of the treasure and the pearl reassure us of the value of
God’s kingdom and giving all to find it and live within it. The parable of
the casting net opens our eyes to the inclusiveness of the kingdom and
whilst that may worry us to some degree (going back to the wheat and
the weeds parable) we are again reassured that God will exercise
ultimate judgement to preserve the good and remove the bad — within
us as well as amongst us.

Michael Fallon writes: “Through his parables, Jesus directs our attention
away from ourselves to focus on God and the power of God’s word. He
encourages us to take hold of this word with all our hearts and let it
direct our lives. The ‘word’ is in no way impersonal. It is Jesus himself
who is revealing God to us. Fullness of life comes to us if we open our
hearts and minds and lives to him.” [Fallon, p.207]

God of Mercy,
You allow us to glimpse you through the life of your Christ.
Through him, you give us this clear certainty:

your love is above all compassion.
[Brother Roger of Taize]

Day 20 of 40 — Read Matthew 13:54-14:21 first if you can

Firstly, well done! You have reached halfway. You may have noted by
now that | have not excluded Sundays from these daily reflections
(Sundays are not part of the forty days of Lent). This means you will
complete the reading guide by the start of Holy Week. By doing it this
way it gives people a spare week at the end to catch up on any days if
you have fallen behind.
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The five teaching discourses all finish with a similar formula - 13:53
“When Jesus had finished these parables, he left that place.” Thus we
know we are entering the next narrative section of the gospel which
will go through to the end of Chapter 17. Today’s passage features
Jesus visiting his home-town, the death of John the Baptist and then
perhaps the most famous miracle of all — the feeding of the five
thousand.

You may recall at the conclusion of the last narrative section before we
entered the teaching discourse on parables, there was a paragraph
(12:46-50) about the true kindred of Jesus. As we return to the
narrative in this section we see the other side of this that the people
who knew Jesus best, his home-townsfolk, did not accept him. This
truism, often quoted as “a prophet is note accepted in their home-
town” still exists as a common saying to this day.

The account of the death of John the Baptist is horrific in its detail and
also in its capriciousness. Students of history will be interested to note
the historical record of this in the writings of Jewish historian, Flavius
Josephus (37-100) cf
https://www.livius.org/sources/content/josephus/jewish-
antiquities/josephus-on-john-the-baptist/

You have probably heard a myriad of sermons on the feeding of the five
thousand. So here | include a sonnet by the wonderful poet, Malcolm
Guite as a closing reflection.

Where to get bread? An ever-pressing question
That trembles on the lips of anxious mothers,
Bread for their families, bread for all these others;
A whole world on the margin of exhaustion.

And where that hunger has been satisfied

Where to get bread? The question still returns

In our abundance something starves and yearns
We crave fulfillment, crave and are denied.

And then comes One who speaks into our needs
Who opens out the secret hopes we cherish
Whose presence calls our hidden hearts to flourish
Whose words unfold in us like living seeds

Come to me, broken, hungry, incomplete,

I Am the Bread of Life, break Me and eat.
[Malcolm Guite, English Poet]
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Day 21 of 40 — read Matthew 14:22-36 first if you can

We may have noted that after the murder of John the Baptist, Jesus had
removed himself to a deserted place by himself. Now after the miracle
of the feeding of the five thousand, Jesus again seeks solitude upon a
mountain to pray. This example of Jesus is a good one for us to
emulate. At times of stress or after a great period of work, do we find
the time to seek quiet and prayer and rejuvenation? It is not always
easy to do so.

The account of Jesus walking on the water is a stumbling block to many.
Yet this passage has much to teach us if we can allow it to speak to us.
Jesus comes to the disciples in the midst of chaos — it is night and the
chaotic forces of the waves and wind are against them. Despite their
fear he says “take heart, it is I; do not be afraid” (14:27) We should
remember the divine name of God from Exodus 3:14 “l am who | am”.
Jesus words in this context along with the exhortation not to fear are a
clear statement of his divinity. (cf see formulations in Isaiah 41:4; 43:1-
13; 47:8; 47:10).

Matthew departs from Mark’s version of events by being the only
gospel to speak of Peter’s attempt to come to Jesus on the water. A
favourite passage for the St Peter’s Patronal Festival. Peter’s words
“Lord, is it you?” seem to highlight Jesus statement “It is I” the verse
before. Peter’s attempt to come to Jesus on the waves, is an act of
great faith and one that can only occur with the support of Jesus.
Peter’s example to step out in faith, whilst meeting with mild
remonstration for his “little faith” is also the point in the Gospel from
which Peter becomes the leader and prime representative of the
disciples. We learn so much from his example of discipleship even when
his attempts are stumbling or imperfect. Here Peter’s example to us is
to recognise Christ in the midst of our struggle; to have faith to step
towards Jesus in discipleship; to realise that doubt can sabotage our
good efforts; but to always rely on prayer “Lord, save me” and hold fast
to Christ.

O Lord,
I do not pray for tasks equal to my strength;

| ask for strength equal to my tasks. Amen.
[Philips Brooks, 1835-93]
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Day 22 of 40 — Read Matthew 15:1-31 first if you can

In the first part of this reading, Jesus and his disciples receive criticism
from the Pharisees for not observing the tradition of the elders (this
reminds us of the controversy in Matthew 12:1ff). The tradition of the
elders was a body of general teachings that the Pharisees promoted
alongside the Torah. Harrington notes: “A major element in the
Pharasaic movement was the idea of a tradition alongside the Torah.
This tradition made concrete more general teachings in the Torah or
covered matters not treated in the Torah” [Harrington, p.231]. The
cleaning of hands is not itself stressed in the Torah and so Jesus is not
necessarily denying the Torah but is rather attacking some
inconsistency among the Pharisees. We might wonder why he suddenly
guotes the commandment about honouring your father and mother.
This argument is slightly clearer in Mark 7:1-12 where Jesus is attacking
the practice of denying help to one’s mother and father by naming the
resource you might share as corban (a gift offering to God) and thereby
not having to share it with parents. Jesus points out the hypocrisy of
this and seem to be clearly responding to a controversial practice of the
time. In essence though, Jesus wants to get back to the spirit of the
Torah and not using the minutiae of law to hide behind. In this context
the next few verses (15:10-20) use the example of food laws (what we
put into our mouths) as being far less important than being careful
about what comes out of our mouths. That is, eating with unwashed
hands does not defile, but lies, slander and other evils coming out of
our mouths from our hearts certainly does defile.

Whilst those first few verses seem to be dealing with an internal Jewish
argument, and perhaps one that still troubled Matthew’s community,
the next few verses seem to extend the principle even further. The
healing of the Canaanite woman’s daughter is profoundly moving. We
have already come across some more universal aspects of the Gospel,
but here we are given an insight into Jesus’ expanding view of his
ministry. Initially he believes his ministry is just to the lost sheep of
Israel however the faith of the Canaanite woman moves him deeply:
“Woman, great is your faith!” he exclaims. His statement about
throwing the children’s food to dogs seems highly derogatory. It was a
common term that Jews used to speak of Gentiles but that hardly
makes it easier to read. One New Testament teacher | had described
this as a clash of cultures. In Jewish households, the dogs (yes canines)
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lived in the courtyard not in the house whereas in Gentile homes the
dogs lived inside (literally under the table). Jesus speaks of taking the
children’s food and literally throwing it outside the house, but the
Canaanite woman sees that everyone is in the same household eating
from the one table. Is this a moment of realisation for Jesus to see that
his mission is to all people? Certainly he commends the womanin a
most effusive way and her daughter was instantly healed. We can be
tempted to limit God’s love and purpose and sometimes we need those
moments of challenge to widen our vision just a little more.

Holy God,

Whose name is not honoured where the needy are not served,
And the powerless are treated with contempt:

May we embrace our neighbour

with the same tenderness that we ourselves require;

So your justice may be fulfilled in love, through Jesus Christ. Amen.
[Janet Morley, All Desires Known]

Day 23 of 40 — Read Matthew 15:32-16:28 first if you can

The section begins with a second miraculous feeding with seven loaves
of bread and then moves into a section warning the disciples about the
yeast of the Pharisees and Sadducees. This leads to confusion about
bread and yeast on the part of the disciples. This confusion is clarified
by Jesus that he is the one who is feeding/teaching them and to beware
of the yeast/teaching of the Pharisees and Sadducees.

It is interesting in 16:2-3 to read the old saying “red sky at night, sailors
delight. Red sky in morning, sailors warning”. Jesus uses what was
already a well-known saying to encourage his disciples to read the
spiritual signs around them.

Of course, the teaching of Jesus is not always easy to accept or
understand and in this next part of the reading we see Peter struggling
to comprehend the paradox of a Crucified Saviour. Simon Peter is the
one to recognise and name Jesus as the “Messiah, the Son of God.”
Matthew’s Gospel alone has Jesus then confer a special authority on
Peter with the “keys of the kingdom of Heaven”, reinforcing what was
said in the reflection two days ago, of Peter becoming the leader and
prime representative of the disciples. This does not make him foolproof
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though and we see this newly named rock of the church (Petros) move
quickly from being a rock of foundation (16:18) to being a stumbling
block (16:23). We can feel some sympathy for Peter in this struggle to
understand. The paradox of the Christian faith “those who want to save
their life will lose it, and those who lose their life for my sake will find it”
(16:25) is a hard teaching and one that we can spend our whole lives
coming to understand more and more deeply.

God, food of the poor; Christ our bread,

give us a taste of the tender bread from your creation’s table;
Bread newly taken from your heart’s oven,

food that comforts and nourishes us.

A fraternal loaf that makes us human

joined hand in hand, working and sharing.

A warm loaf that makes us a family;

sacrament of your body, your wounded people.
[Prayer from the workers in a community soup kitchens in the shanty towns of Lima,
Peru.]

Day 24 of 40 — Read Matthew 17:1-27 first if you can

This passage begins and ends by affirming Jesus as the Son of God. It is
affirmed dramatically in the event of the transfiguration on Mt Tabor
with the words of God saying: “this my son the beloved; with him | am
well pleased; listen to him” (17:5). The episode at the end about paying
the temple tax also affirms this when Jesus makes the point that the
children of the king do not pay poll-taxes and so as Son of God he
should not have to pay. However Jesus does not want to unnecessarily
scandalise the tax collectors and makes use of Peter’s fishing skills to
bring about a miracle to find the money. Between these two
affirmations we have the healing of an epileptic boy and another
foretelling of Jesus’ death and resurrection.

We probably don’t tend to consider the transfiguration of Jesus and the
healing of the epileptic as one continuous event, however Italian
painter Raphael created a masterpiece combining the two stories which
hangs in the Vatican museum (Peter Paul Rubens later did one in similar
style as well.) You can see the picture here
https://www.tripimprover.com/blog/transfiguration-by-raphael
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In the upper part of the painting we see Jesus, with Moses and Elijah,
being very visibly a link between Earth and Heaven. Peter, James and
John are prostrate before the glory. Below them, that is at the bottom
of the mountain, there is an unfolding scene with the other nine
disciples who are trying to heal the boy. The female figure at the front
is probably “faith” encouraging them to attempt the healing without
Jesus. However, they are unsuccessful. The dominant disciple in red
pointing up the mountain to Jesus is probably Andrew, in essence
saying they need Jesus’ help. We know that Jesus does indeed descend
the mountain and heals the boy.

Michael Fallon offers this reflection about this passage: “The point is
not that physical healing would always happen if we had faith. Physical
illness is not of itself a barrier to grace or to being in communion with
God. Rather, Matthew is asserting that grace is always operating and
that we need faith to be open to grace so that God’s healing love can be
effective in our lives. What this healing love will do is best left to the
wisdom of God to determine.” [Fallon, p.241]

Eternal God, our glorious King,

Whose Son Jesus Christ was transfigured on the holy mountain
And seen in splendour by his chosen witnesses:

Grant us, his followers, faith to perceive his glory,

To listen to him, and to walk in his way,

That we may be changed into his likeness from glory to glory. Amen.
[APBA Collect for the feast of the Transfiguration]

Day 25 of 40 — Read Matthew 18:1-19:2 first if you can

In this passage, the longest of the reading plan, we have the fourth
teaching discourse from Matthew’s Gospel. It is very helpful to read this
in one go as it contains wonderful teachings about church life. Here we
see Jesus’ concern for the health of community life and how Matthew’s
community were striving to put it into action as the body of Christ.

The concept of the “little one(s)” is important in Matthew’s Gospel (cf.
10:42, 18:6, 18:10, 18:14). It is important to see that this sermon starts
with the instruction to be humble. A child is shown to the disciples (who
are arguing over who is the greatest) as an example of who is greatest
in the kingdom of heaven. Matthew seems to imply that “little one” can
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be any who are vulnerable in our community - any for whom we should
have special care. Jesus is very strong about our need to protect the
little ones and then moves into a strong rhetorical statement about
plucking out eyes and cutting of hands if we sin. If all we imperfect
Christians were to take these statement literally we would all be blind
and maimed! However, we can accept the strength of Jesus words and
take them to heart. The parable of the Lost Sheep reinforces this care
for the “little one” and that Jesus came for those who are lost and so
we should have compassion for them as well.

Then follows an important theme for any family or community — that of
forgiveness. In a recent study subject | did on Church Governance with
Bishop Jeff Driver, verses 18:15-20 came up and he described it as the
church’s first grievance procedure. These verses are unique to
Matthew’s Gospel and give us an insight into the practicalities of
resolving community conflict. We might note that 18:18 gives the same
powers to the community as were conferred on the disciple Peter in
16:19. Peter then comes to the fore again asking how many times he is
required to forgive. One gets the impression he is quite proud in
offering to forgive as many as seven times, but Jesus point of seventy-
seven times or seventy times seven times (either translation is possible)
really means we should forgive so many times that we lose count. The
wonderful parable of the Unforgiving Servant rounds off the sermon on
community life and is unique to Matthew’s Gospel. We need to grasp
that a talent was fifteen years wages of a labourer and the servant
owed 10,000 of them. In today’s language around $8.5billion or for
comparison sake, the entire tax bill for all the regions of Samaria,
Idumea and Judea at that time was 6000 talents. The amount the
servant is forgiven by the king (who symbolises God) is so huge, surely
we can forgive those who owe us such a little.

Jesus’ teaching on humility, care for little ones, reaching out to the lost
and practicing forgiveness still go to the heart of church community life.

Jesus, peace of our hearts,
Where the trusting of faith has been shaken,
make us bearers of your Gospel

And keep us close to those who are beset by doubts. Amen.
[Brother Roger of Taize]
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Day 26 of 40 — Read Matthew 19:3-30 first if you can

As the next narrative section begins, Jesus moves on with his disciples
to Judea and again is posed a tricky question by the Pharisees. They try
to bring him into a current debate dividing them at the time regarding
divorce laws. Some verses in this section [19:4-5] have been quoted a
lot recently in contemporary discussions over same-sex marriage.
However, to do so is to totally take this passage out of context from the
argument that is taking place in Jesus’ time about grounds for divorce.
This debate centred around the interpretation of Deuteronomy 24:1-4
(not an easy passage to cope with for the modern reader). One
argument led by Rabbi Hillel interpreted the phrase “something
objectionable” to mean anything that the man did not like about his
wife as reasonable grounds for divorce. Another leader, Rabbi
Shammai, argued for divorce only on the grounds of adultery. To
contemporary readers, who accept divorce as a mutual dissolution of
marriage vows, this argument is an uncomfortable one and we note the
injustice of the one-sided first century divorce laws which exposed
women to great vulnerability. Jesus in responding to this argument
trumps Deuteronomy by going back to Genesis and reinforces the
concept of faithfulness and integrity in relationship under God’s
blessing. Intriguingly the disciples find Jesus’ statement so challenging
that they wonder if it is better not to marry at all! That indicates just
how endemic the one-sided practice of divorce was at the time. Jesus
makes some level of compromise in saying that “not everyone can
accept this teaching but only those to whom it is given.” [19:11].

In the middle of this passage is another reinforcement of the
importance of the “little one” here exemplified through the blessing of
children. These few verses stand out as a beacon in the middle of two
very challenging issues. They remind us to value children and the
vulnerable and to be humble and innocent in our approach to the
Kingdom. We then encounter the rich young man who wants to enter
the kingdom. He is clearly a good person — he has kept all the
commandments. Jesus challenges him to go further, “If you wish to be
perfect...” There’s that Greek word again, Telios (We encountered it in
my Day 7 reflection). It can be translated as - perfect, whole, complete,
mature, full-grown, complete — | wonder if Jesus is presenting the next
step of the spiritual task of discipleship. Becoming like a child is the
start, but to grow up in the faith takes some greater level of sacrifice,
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which unfortunately the rich young man is not prepared to take at this
point. Once again, as just a few verses earlier, Jesus’ disciples are
shocked by his challenge and wonder who on earth will be able to enter
the kingdom of heaven! Jesus’ comment “for mortals it is impossible,
but for God all things are possible.” [19:26] reassures us that, in the
end, being good only gets us so far and we must rely on God’s saving
power to enter the kingdom.

Grant, O Lord God, that we may cleave to you without parting,
Worship you without wearying, serve you without failing,
Faithfully seek you, happily find you, for ever possess you,

The one only God, blessed world without end. Amen

[St Anselm, 1033-1109]

Day 27 of 40 — read Matthew 20:1-34 first if you can

The first sixteen verses of this section make up one of the five parables
unigue to Matthew’s Gospel and one of my favourites. The parable of
the workers in the vineyard cannot fail to get a reaction from those
who hear it. Whenever | use this in school chapel services the children’s
reaction is consistently: “That’s not fair!” Why should everyone get paid
a full day’s wage when some only worked an hour or half a day? The
landowner (who represents God) asks “are you envious because | am
generous?” (20:15). To children | might ask if they have younger
siblings. | ask whether they have to do chores around the house. | ask if
the younger siblings can do as much as the older siblings. The answer is
always “no”! Then | ask if their parents love them all equally? This
parable challenges us to our core perhaps because we want God to love
us more than others. Perhaps we want to be up the pecking order a
little bit higher than others in the salvation stakes. Let that idea
percolate for a little bit as we move on.

Jesus predicts his death and resurrection for a third time, reminding the
disciples and us that this is a crucified saviour that we are following.
Then we move into the example of the mother of James and John trying
to get special privileges from Jesus for her sons — trying to get them a
little higher up the pecking order. Did they even listen to the parable of
the workers? The other disciples and us might rightfully be annoyed
with James and John, but perhaps they are not so different from us
when we are at our worst. This whole section is summed up with a
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crucial teaching of Jesus — This is Christianity 101 — “whoever wishes to
be great among you must be your servant, and whoever wishes to be
first among you must be your slave; just as the Son of Man came not to
be served but to serve, and to give his life as a ransom for many.”
(20:26-28) This is not an easy teaching. ‘Come to church and be a slave’
is not likely to gather new congregation members in a hurry. Jesus, the
servant king, leads by example and shows that paradoxically ‘those who
lose their life with find it.”

Intriguingly the chapter concludes with Matthew’s telling of the healing
of Blind Bartimaeus, only here there are two blind men and they are
not named (cf Mark 10:46-52). It might be a long bow to draw but
perhaps here this healing is reframed as a comment against James and
John. They are blind to the true nature of Jesus’ kingdom and his
messiahship, but they are not a lost cause. Their spiritual blindness can
be healed through the prayerful call for mercy (the compassionate love
of Jesus). Their prayer can be our prayer too: “Lord, let our eyes be
opened!” (20:33). Jesus can, and will, and does open our eyes and our
response is to follow.

Father of all mercies,

For your gifts of healing and forgiveness,

For grace to love and care for one another,

For your hidden blessings, and for all you have in store for us,

We give you thanks through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen.
[APBA p.688]

Day 28 of 40 — Read Matthew 21:1-27 first if you can

The action in the narrative really starts to hot up now as Jesus enters
Jerusalem. Soon on Palm Sunday we will celebrate Jesus riding into
Jerusalem on a donkey, with the branches being cut from trees and the
cries of Hosanna! Jesus’ first act in Jerusalem is to enter the temple and
overturn the tables of the money-changers and also to cure the blind
and lame who were there. This action was bound to raise the anger of
the temple leaders and seal his fate.

What follows early the next day is the strangest of Jesus’ miracles — the
withering of the fig tree. Perhaps this symbolically references Hosea
9:10, 16 where the withering of Ephraim “their root is dried up, they
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shall bear no fruit” is because they do not listen to God. Harrington
notes that: “Modern commentators often find in the cleansing of the
Temple and the fig tree story the rejection of Israel as a whole. It is as if
Jesus stood over against and outside Israel. But that stance does not fit
with Matthew’s vision or with what we know of Jesus. Matthew’s
quarrel was with the leaders of ‘their synagogues’; Jesus’ problems
came from Israel’s leaders. There is no warrant for generalizing these
symbolic actions to take in all Israel.” [Harrington p.298]

This is borne out by the next interaction where the temple leaders
demand to know by what authority Jesus is doing these things. Jesus
responds with a challenge to them, clearly drawing on a division that
already existed within their ranks about the status of John the Baptist.
The leaders refuse to answer Jesus’ question about John the Baptist’s
authority and so he refused to answer their question about his. The
tension is palpable and sets the scene for the conflict to follow.

Almighty God, who hast created us in thine own image,
Grant us grace fearlessly to contend against evil

and to make no peace with oppression;

And, that we may reverently use our freedom,

help us to employ it in the maintenance of justice

in our communities and among the nations,

to the glory of they holy name, through Jesus Christ our Lord,
who lives and reigns with thee and the Holy Spirit,

one God, now and for ever. Amen.
[James Martineau 1805-1900]

Day 29 of 40 — Read Matthew 21:28-46 first if you can

We all know the saying: “actions speak louder than words” and would
all agree with the principle it espouses. A more modern saying that says
the same thing is that we should “walk the talk”. The parable of the two
sons which is unique to Matthew’s Gospel challenges us with those
times when our words and actions don’t match. Clearly the best
response for both the sons would be to agree to go and work in the
vineyard and then to go and do it. However, we know that humans are
not always so consistent. In the end we are judged by others, and
ultimately by God, for what we do. Churches often spend a lot of time
stressing the importance of believing and saying the right things, so a
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parable like this challenges us to see that how we live matters most.
The Parable of the Sheep and Goats which will come up later in the
Gospel also makes this same point in far stronger terms.

This parable is followed by the parable of the Wicked Tenants, which
we find in similar form in Mark and Luke’s Gospels. This is another hard-
hitting parable about the tenants who were left in charge of the
vineyard not staying loyal and faithful to the landowner. Whilst we
might suspect the parable of the two sons was a criticism of the Chief
Priests and the Pharisees, the conclusion of this second parable makes
it very clear that it was told against them. We note that these two
parables follow on from the cleansing of the temple, the withering of
the fig tree and the authority of Jesus being questioned.

The reflection that we must make as Christian communities reading this
now is to accept the challenge of these words in our own context. Are
we putting our faith into action? Are we tending the vineyard in the
service of God and God'’s kingdom or for our own interests? This is not a
comfortable challenge to receive. In a time and place when churches
are under the stress of financial and social viability, we are tempted
more and more to strive for our own survival which, whilst we all want
to see strong viable churches, is not really the main aim of being
church. Our call is (drawing on the earlier teaching of this Gospel) to
proclaim the kingdom of heaven, to care for those in need, to be the
light of the world, to be the salt of the earth and to live the values of
the Beatitudes. Our focus must always be on faithfulness not on our
own viability, trusting that God will take care of the rest.

We give you thanks that you led our forebears in the Faith
by a pillar of cloud by day and a pillar of fire by night;
We give you thanks, kindly Light,
that the torch of faith was brought to this land
and that you ever lead your people on.
Light up our dark hearts, O God, by the light of your Christ;
may His Word illumine our way,
for you pour forth your kindness on all your creation,

Father, Saviour and radiant Spirit.
[Ray Simpson, Celtic Worship Through the Year]
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Day 30 of 40 — Read Matthew 22:1-40 first if you can

Matthew and Luke both contain the parable of the wedding banquet
where the invited guests refuse to come and so the servants are sent to
the “highways and hedges” in Luke and “into the streets” in Matthew to
gather all whom they find “good and bad”. Then Matthew’s Gospel
alone adds the confusing verses 11-14 about the King finding a guest
who is not wearing a wedding robe and has him bound and cast into
outer darkness. This seems rather unsettling! If this guest wasn’t
originally invited and was just gathered in off the streets, he would be
unlikely to be wearing a wedding robe. It seems a bit unfair. Some
writers suggest that there was a first century practice for the host to
provide a robe and the guest had refused. That seems a little unlikely
too. Donald Senior reflects on it like this: “Matthew does not define the
meaning of the ‘wedding robe’ that the hapless guest fails to wear, but
it may have a symbolic meaning, expressing repentance and a new life
of good works. In other New Testament traditions, putting on new
garments has a similar meaning (see eqg Gal 3:27; Col 3:12; Rev 3:4;
19:8)” [Senior, p.246]

We then read of two more attempts to trap Jesus. Firstly the Pharisees
and Herodians try to get him in trouble with the Romans with a
guestion about taxes. Jesus’ response, usually quoted as “render unto
Caesar”, is characteristically brilliant and gives opportunity for Jesus to
stress our responsibilities towards God. Next the Sadducees, who don’t
believe in the resurrection, pose him a controversial question about the
resurrection. Jesus refuses to answer the conundrum they present but
instead gives a different vision of resurrection life in God being like the
angels. His main point is to stress that God is a God of the living, and so
they should focus on what God requires of us here and now. The
Pharisees, who did believe in the resurrection and were probably pretty
pleased with his silencing of the Sadducees, then pose him a question
about how we should live now by asking which commandment is the
greatest. Jesus responds with what we call ‘the two great
commandments’. These were thoroughly in line with Jewish teaching —
The first in verse 37 was the Shema, the foundation of Jewish faith (cf
Deuteronomy 6:4-9) and was to be recited “when you are at home and
when you are away, when you lie down and when you rise.” Jesus then
added the next verse: “you shall love your neighbour as yourself.”
Which quotes Leviticus 19:18 so it was a hardly new idea but Jesus
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brilliantly pairs these together to provide a powerful summary of the
law which remains foundational for the Christian to this day.

Let us put on the clothes of Christ
And live as equals with everyone.
Let us put on the clothes of Christ

And re-unite the family of God.
[Song chorus by Brett Hesla]

Day 31 of 40 — Read Matthew 22:41-23:39 first if you can

This section starts with yet another challenge to Jesus from the
Pharisees but ends up with him challenging the Scribes and the
Pharisees in no uncertain terms. The debate in 22:41-46 over the right
interpretation of Psalm 110:1 seems a bit obscure to us, but Jesus’
response was crucially important in silencing the Pharisees. Harrington
explains it like this: “in Psalm 110:1 David talks about Yahweh (kyrios)
speaking to ‘my lord’ (the new king, also translated kyrios). If David calls
the new king (here understood to be the future Messiah) ‘Lord’ (kyrios),
the figure about whom he speaks must be more than David’s son.”
[Harrington, p.318] Jesus here bests the Pharisees at interpreting
scripture, establishing his authority, and for the readers in Matthew’s
community establishing his lordship in the line of, but greater than, King
David.

Matthew 23:1-36 sees Jesus getting on the front foot, denouncing the
Scribes and Pharisees. This makes quite difficult reading for us. This is
not “gentle Jesus meek and mild” but rather a fiery prophetic Jesus.
Behind the condemnation of hypocrisy and self-serving prestige there is
an invitation to humility and servanthood (cf 23:11-12). As we read this,
we might challenge ourselves in some way — do we ever strain out a
gnat and swallow a camel (which is kind of another way of seeing the
speck in our neighbour’s eye and not noticing the log in our own). We
might fall into the trap of condemning the Scribes and Pharisees too
easily and not realise that there may also be a little bit of those
elements in each of us at times.

This section concludes with Jesus’ lament over Jerusalem, which is all
the more moving and understandable having read the verses preceding
it. Jesus beautifully uses the image of himself being like a mother hen
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gathering its chicks under her wings. We take to heart this warm
invitation to be gathered to Jesus and we repent of the times that we
are less than willing.

Jesus, as a mother you gather your people to you:
You are gentle with us as a mother with her children.
Often you weep over our sins and our pride:

tenderly you draw us from hatred and judgement.
You comfort us in sorrow and bind up our wounds:
in sickness you nurse us and with pure milk you feed us.
Jesus, by your dying, we are born to new life:

By your anguish and labour we come forth in joy.
Despair turns to hope through your sweet goodness:
through your gentleness, we find comfort in fear.
Your warmth gives life to the dead:

your touch makes sinners righteous.

Lord Jesus, in your mercy, heal us:

In your love and tenderness, remake us.

In your compassion, bring grace and forgiveness:

for the beauty of heaven, may your love prepare us.
[Canticle of St Anselm of Canterbury 1022-1109]

Day 32 of 40 — Read Matthew 24:1-44 first if you can

With this section we enter the fifth and final teaching discourse or
sermon for the Gospel which we will read over the next three days. The
theme of this discourse is “the coming of the Son of Man” and so picks
up themes of readiness, watchfulness, end times and judgement.

The setting for the sermon is the Mount of Olives, which Mark’s Gospel
makes clear is “opposite” the temple (Mark 13:3]. When the disciples
ask Jesus when the destruction of the temple and the end of the age
will happen. Jesus responds with a description of wars, disasters and
persecutions that will take place. Are these specific events being
referred to or just a general description of future troubles? We do know
that Matthew’s community was reading this Gospel towards the end of
the first century after the destruction of the temple had taken place in
the year 70. Theirs was a Jewish Christian community that had seen
many of these things take place already. So in their context, the verse
“you will hear of wars and rumours of wars; see that you are not
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alarmed; for this must take place, but the end is not yet.” [24:6] would
have had a particularly powerful meaning. They are to persist in
readiness and watchfulness with the reassurance that those who
endure to the end will be saved.

Jesus then speaks of the final coming of the Son of Man [24:29-31]
when the elect will be gathered “from one end of the heaven to the
other.” We might well be confused — Is Jesus talking about coming to
them at the end of time or in the Resurrection or, as the parable of the
sheep and the goats (which will conclude this sermon) teaches, coming
to us every time we do or don’t serve someone in need. One Paradox of
the Christian faith is that we believe all of those things. We capture this
every week in the communion service when we proclaim: “Christ has
died! Christ is risen! Christ will come again!” and, without wanting to
jump the gun we will be reassured at the end of the Gospel, that Jesus
is with us always.

Maranatha — Our Lord has Come

Maranatha — Our Lord, Come!

(this Aramaic word Maranatha used in 1 Corinthians 16:22 is an ancient
prayer. It can be translated in two ways and captures the two meanings
shown in English. It is a popular mantra to use in Christian meditation.)

Day 33 of 40 — Read Matthew 24:45 — 25:30 first if you can

Next in this teaching discourse we encounter a set of three well-known
parables. They challenge us with the spiritual values of faithfulness,
readiness and responsibility. Whilst we take on board the important
teaching that they impart we may also be disturbed by the harsh
consequences for those who were unfaithful, unprepared and
irresponsible. Here we see Jesus the strong teaching Rabbi, stirring up
his listeners to get them to actively respond. These are teaching stories
after all with an important message, we should be challenged and
arrested by them but we should be careful of thinking that God is really
like the master in the story who cuts the wicked slave in pieces and
casts him with the hypocrites. As Michael Fallon writes: “we are not
being invited to admire the reprehensible behaviour of the master. Jesus
wants us to focus on the slaves.” [Fallon, p.328]
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The faithful servant is the one who continues on with God’s work with
care and constancy. Likewise, from the second parable (which is found
only in Matthew’s Gospel) the faithful bridesmaid (believer) is always
ready for Christ — not just as an image of the end of time but in any
situation — being prepared with the resources of faith to respond to
Christ’s call. Finally the Parable of the Talents, from which we draw the
modern meaning of the word ‘talent’ teaches us to use what we have
been given for the purposes of God’s kingdom. Hoarding what we have
and living in fear as the foolish servant does is not a faithful way to be a
disciple. There is a lot there for the contemporary church to think about
as our resources (human and otherwise) diminish. We might be
tempted to hoard what we have in fear but we are called to use what
we have creatively and generously.

As a concluding comment consider this observation from Michael
Fallon: “We are made in the image of God. We are called to be creators,
life-givers. Love that is not offered lies stagnant. The more we love, the
more capable of love we become. The less we love, the less capable of
loving we become (25:29). We are not to be afraid of God. We are to
trust the gifts he gives us to build a community of love. Not to do so is to
choose to exist in the outer darkness, separated from the community of
love in which one shares only by giving.” [Fallon, p.328]

Teach us, good Lord, to serve you as you deserve;
to give, and not to count the cost,

to fight, and not to heed the wounds,

to toil, and not to seek for rest,

to labour, and not to ask for reward,

except that of knowing that we are doing your will. Amen.
[St Ignatius of Loyola, 1491-1556]

Day 34 of 40 — Read Matthew 25:31-46 first if you can

This whole reading section is taken up with the monumental Parable of
the Sheep and the Goats (Sometimes called the Parable of the
Judgement of the Nations). This parable concludes the final teaching
discourse in Matthew and is also the final parable in the Gospel. Its
placement here would indicate its crucial importance for Matthew’s
church community and for us as the modern-day reader. As Patrick
Hartin writes: “This parable brings together much of the essential
spiritual vision contained in the Sermon on the Mount and in the gospel

as a whole.” [Hartin, p.26]
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One sad consequence of this parable is that it gives goats a bad name
(I’'m only half-joking!). As a former hills resident | sympathise with this
as the neighbour’s goats often used to break down the fence and eat
my rose bushes back to bare sticks. However, in Jesus’ day the
distinction between sheep and goats would have been negligible. They
would have been in the same flock together and performed much the
same role for the family. They were more similar than different. This
parable is not about good people and evil people —it is about people
who are not that dissimilar. The only difference is what they did or
didn’t do for the hungry, the thirsty, the stranger, the impoverished,
the sick and the imprisoned. One surprising and quite challenging
aspect of the parable that neither the sheep nor the goats have any
idea of what they did or didn’t do. Both groups are unaware and
surprised by the judgement. They both say “When, Lord?” about the
actions they did or didn’t do. The purpose of this parable is to remind
us to see others with the eyes of Christ and not neglect to do what we
have been taught in the Gospel. It is telling us to wake up! It is
reminding us to see others with the compassionate eyes of Christ.
Perhaps it is also telling us to notice and value the small everyday things
we are already doing for Christ.

Hartin puts it like this: “a spirituality emerges from this parable that is
relevant for all ages: the kindnesses, the help requested, refers to needs
everyone can fulfill. What is more ordinary than giving food to the
hungry or a drink to the thirsty, making a stranger welcome, visiting the
sick and imprisoned? Jesus challenges all people to respond to the
immediate needs of those around them. Jesus is not asking people to do
dramatic, difficult things. Instead, he challenges his hearers to respond
to those in need around them, no matter how small or insignificant the
need may be.” [Hartin, p.27]

Open my eyes that they may see the deepest needs of people;

Move my hands that they may feed the hungry;

Touch my heart that it may bring warmth to the despairing;

Teach me the generosity that welcomes strangers;

Let me share my possessions to clothe the naked;

Give me the care that strengthens the sick;

Make me share in the quest to set the prisoner free.

In sharing our anxieties and our love, our poverty and our prosperity,

We partake of your divine presence.
[Canaan Banana, Zimbabwe]
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Day 35 of 40 — Read Matthew 26:1-35 first if you can

We now enter the final narrative section of Matthew’s Gospel where
we follow the last days of Jesus, preparing us for the liturgical drama
that we are about to observe during Holy Week. Following the plot to
arrest Jesus we read of his anointing at Bethany — an event related in all
four of the Gospels. One thing we may notice in this story is how Jesus
tells us that the story of his anointing will be “told in remembrance of
her.” [26:13] Elizabeth Schussler Fiorenza notes: “while the stories of
Judas and Peter are engraved in the memory of Christians, the story of
the woman is virtually forgotten.” [Fiorenza, xiii] This is not a small
point to make as she goes on to write: “since the prophet in the Old
Testament anointed the head of the Jewish king, the anointing of Jesus
head must have been understood immediately as the prophetic
recognition of Jesus, the Anointed, the Messiah, the Christ.” [Fiorenza,
p.xiv]. Whilst John’s Gospel names the woman as Mary of Bethany, in
the synoptic gospels she is unnamed, but the role she performs is so
important that Jesus says it will be proclaimed in the whole world. It
makes me think of all the faithful women and men of every generation
whose extraordinary Christian witness and service may have been
forgotten and yet the faith we have received owes so much to their
faithfulness.

This woman’s faithful and prophetic action stands in contrast to the
betrayal of Judas and the three denials by Peter. Both these characters
demonstrate our tragic tendency to fall short of all that God calls us to
be and do. It is easy to stand in judgement of both Judas and Peter but
to do so is to fail to recognise our own human frailties. Ultimately the
difference between Judas and Peter is their ability to receive
forgiveness. So standing in the midst of their failings is the story of the
institution of the Lord’s Supper in which we are given the “blood of the
covenant which is poured out for many for the forgiveness of
sins.”[26:28]

The Passion of Christ, a term used to describe the accounts of Holy
Week, comes from the Latin word to suffer or endure. We embark on
the journey of suffering with Christ - a journey that ultimately leads to
the new life of resurrection. That journey is introduced here with the
anointing by a woman, the betrayal of a friend, the denial of the leading
disciple and a lasting gift given in the eucharist which takes all our
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hopes, successes, failings and frailties and, through it, enfolds us into
the body of Christ.

Christ Jesus, you call us to give our life for love.
And even if there is a greater
or lesser degree of darkness in each of us,

There is also your presence, your Holy Spirit.
[Brother Roger of Taize]

Day 36 of 40 — Read Matthew 26:36-56 first if you can

Jesus’ prayers in this traumatic situation have much to teach us. Firstly,
the fact that Jesus knows something difficult is going to happen
prompts him to prayer. We so easily forget to pray, but here Jesus
shows the importance of facing difficulty with prayer. This doesn’t
necessarily come easily - his emotions leap off the page at us as he
speaks to his disciples: “I am deeply grieved, even to death; remain
here, and stay awake with me.” [26:38]. We could translate the Greek
in more modern language as: “My soul is so deeply sad, | feel like I’'m
dying!” Here is a very human and vulnerable Jesus, in need of his
friends support and in need of God’s help. Sadly, his friends let him
down, they cannot stay awake with him. Three times he asked them to
stay awake with him and they cannot do it. Then Jesus is betrayed by
his companion, Judas, and the whole passage today ends with the
heart-breaking verse: “Then all the disciples deserted him and
fled.”[26:56] Jesus is so isolated from human support it’s heart-rending.
Yet, despite his deep sadness he acted with integrity and remained
faithful - He called Judas: “Friend” and he pleaded for peace when the
disciples began to fight back and, as | have pointed out, he faced the
entire situation with prayer.

The Gethsemane prayer gives us a pattern of praying that we can adopt
in any situation of hardship. We are given two prayers that Jesus said.
First: “My Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from me; yet not what
| want but what you want” [26:39] and then secondly: “My Father, if
this cannot pass unless | drink it, your will be done.” [26:42]. Jesus’
prayer to God is understandable — take this cup away from me; take
this situation away; please don’t let me face this. It is a very human cry
for rescue and there are many times our prayers might echo this prayer
of Jesus. However Jesus doesn’t leave his prayer there, he moves to the
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next important point: yet not what | want but what you want — your will
be done. | don’t read this as God wanting Jesus to die, but rather this is
Jesus saying that if this situation cannot pass me by, may your will be
done in the midst of it. That is a deeply faithful prayer. Sometimes we
simply cannot avoid a horrible situation in our lives. God doesn’t want
us to suffer, but sometimes situations of suffering just happen. In those
times, it is still possible for God to bring hope, peace, healing and
purpose to us if we are open to receiving God’s help. Jesus shows us
one of the most helpful ways of praying that there is. At its heart, it is
very similar to the much-loved serenity prayer which we would all do
well to know by heart for the times that we will inevitably need it.

God, grant me the serenity
to accept the things | cannot change,
courage to change the things I can,

and wisdom to know the difference.
[Reinhold Niebuhr, 1892-1971]

Day 37 of 40 — Read Matthew 26:57-75 first if you can

A few years ago, the BBC produced a documentary called “In The
Footsteps of St Peter” narrated by David Suchet. Just prior to this
documentary being made an archaeological excavation in Jerusalem in
2016 discovered what is thought to be the first century home of
Caiaphas, the high priest. In every biblical movie | have ever seen, the
courtyard of the High Priest’s home was shown as a very large space
with lots of pillars for Peter to hide behind. The recent excavation in
Jerusalem (seen reconstructed below) shows the courtyard was small
and exposed. This changes our imagination of the whole scene. It was
intimate and confronting. Peter’s bravery is pushed to the limits to even
enter this small space, but it didn’t extend to him publicly admitting to
being a disciple of Jesus. His denials are heart-breaking but
understandable. How would we have responded to the accusations that
we were a friend of the condemned man? Yet however understandable
Peter’s denials were, we also resonate with the deep pain it caused him
to make them when we read: “he went out and wept bitterly.”[26:75]

Jesus’ religious trial is unjust. We know from previous chapters that the

religious leaders had been looking for an opportunity to get rid of Jesus

and here was the chance. Whilst we can stand back in horror at their
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condemnation and the violent treatment of Jesus in 26:67-68, we must
also acknowledge that the Christian church has in its history treated
people unjustly as well — the Crusades, the Inquisition, the persecutions
of Protestants under Queen Mary, the Salem Witch Trials are just a few
examples but there are others. Perhaps this reading gives us pause to
repent of the many ways in which we can be too quick to judge. In spite
of his treatment, Jesus continues to act with faithfulness and integrity
throughout.

God of love and forgiveness,

Save us by your tenderness,

From each deed of evilness,

From each act of sinfulness,

From each thought of carelessness,
From each idea of wickedness,
From each word of hurtfulness,
From each speech of harmfulness.,
Save us by your tenderness

God of love and forgiveness.
[Prayer from the St Hilda Community, London]

A reconstruction of the home of Caiaphas

Day 38 of 40 — Read Matthew 27:1-31 first if you can

There is so much to reflect on in this reading as we enter the final day
of Jesus’ earthly life. This is a profound and confronting narrative and
an aspect that really stands out in Matthew’s account is the role played
by the different characters surrounding Jesus. Let’s reflect on each of
them in turn.
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Judas Iscariot was a friend and companion of Jesus but also his
betrayer. Matthew alone of the four Gospels tells us of the fate of Judas
after his betrayal (although Acts 1:19-20 gives a similar description of
the Field of Blood albeit with a different cause of Judas’ death). Judas is
such a tragic figure, partly because he betrayed Jesus, but mostly
because he completely lost hope and despaired of his possible
redemption. | can’t help but compare Judas and Peter as following two
opposing spiritual paths. Both failed their Lord (as we all do at times),
yet both were worthy of forgiveness (as we all are), however only Peter
can accept that forgiveness [cf John 21:15-19]. Judas cannot perceive of
any chance of redemption and takes his own life. The only good thing to
come from Judas’ tragic end is that the field bought with the thirty
pieces of silver was set aside as a burial place for foreigners.

Pilate’s wife only appears in Matthew’s Gospel [27:19] advising her
husband to have nothing to do with “that innocent man”. Whilst she is
unnamed in the Gospel, later traditions named her Procula Claudia and
she is venerated as a saint in the Greek and Ethiopian Orthodox
Churches. This strange insertion of God speaking through a dream to
this unlikely woman takes us back to the dream communications at the
beginning of the Gospel [1:20; 2:12, 13, 19, 22]. Eduard Schweizer
notes: “those whom no one would have expected are brought within
this covenant through Jesus’ way of suffering, and open themselves to
the God who has sought them out. What the pagan magi, to whom God
likewise appeared ‘in a dream’ [2:12], already suggested is clearly
revealed: God is present to help those very people who do not yet know
him.” [Schweizer, p.510, underlining mine]

All four Gospels refer to the figure of Barabbas, but Matthew’s Gospel
alone names him Jesus Barabbas [27:16-17]. The name Jesus means
“God saves” and the name Barabbas could be translated as either ‘son
of the father’ or ‘son of the teacher’. Pilate presents a choice to the
crowds to free one of these two Jesus figures. The tragic irony of this is
that the frenzied crowds choose to liberate the ‘son of the father’ over
the ‘Son of the Father’. How often do we make choices that prioritise
other people and things over and above our Saviour?

Pontius Pilate, was Roman Governor over Judea from the year 26/27 to
36/37. The religious leaders at that time had no authority to execute a
criminal, and so they needed to use persuasive power to push Pilate to

act. As Roman Governor he would’ve had little interest in ‘religious
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squabbles’. Whilst he finds no cause to execute Jesus, he gives in for
expediency’s sake, just to keep the peace. Matthew’s Gospel alone
records Pilate publicly going through the symbolic washing of his hands
to free himself of the guilt of condemning Jesus [27:24-25]. This
incident gives us the saying: “to wash our hands of someone”, and
forever challenges us about the times we turn our back on an unjust
situation that is within our power to stop.

Our section then concludes with the brutality of the Soldiers torturing
and mocking Jesus. Reflecting on the individual characters leads us into
some challenging spiritual insights: the all-consuming guilt and loss of
hope of Judas; Pilate washing his hands of responsibility and giving in to
mob pressure for the sake of expediency; the cruelty and inhumanity of
the soldiers towards a fellow human being. These are deep human
themes which are tragically still at play in our world. As Schweizer
observes: “the only ray of brightness in this story is God’s revelation to
the gentile woman and her response.” [Schweizer, p.510]. In the midst
of tragedy and barbarity, God still speaks. Pray that there are those who
will hear and speak up.

Grant, O Lord, that in thy wounds we may find our safety,
in thy stripes our cure, in thy pain our peace,
in thy cross our victory, in thy resurrection our triumph:

and a crown of righteousness in the glories of thy eternal kingdom.
[Jeremy Taylor 1613-1667]

Day 39 of 40 — Read Matthew 27:32-66 first if you can

Just read the text before you. And sit with it for a time. This is the heart
of the Christian gospel. Jesus, our Lord, our Saviour is also the crucified
one - the soldiers crucified him; the bandits alongside mocked him; the
chief priests derided him. Movingly, in Luke’s Gospel [23:24] Jesus
actually prays for their forgiveness. Here in Matthew’s Gospel Jesus
draws on the spiritual wisdom of Psalm 22 to cry out in prayer and
lament: “My God, My God, why have you forsaken me?” [Matthew
27:45 & Psalm 22:1]. The sky turned dark, the curtain in the temple was
torn, the earth quaked, rocks split and all seemed lost.

Yet in this moment someone sees who Jesus really is. True to the
repeated theme in Matthew’s Gospel it is an outsider, a Roman
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Centurion, who recognises Jesus’ lordship and says “truly this man was
God’s Son!” [27:54]. As Fallon writes: “Here, a non-Jew, seeing the
miraculous response of God to Jesus’ faith, declares: ‘Truly, this man
was God’s Son’, ‘This man’: naked, powerless, condemned, ostracised,
despised, rejected, dying in utter abandonment; but continuing to
believe, continuing to love, continuing to cry out to God for himself and
for all the oppressed — this man, whom we have just crucified, was
God’s Son all the time, and we did not recognise him.” [Fallon, p.365]

Two elements stand out in Matthew’s account. Firstly, 27:52, which
speaks of the tombs of many saints being opened, only occurs in
Matthew’s Gospel. Matthew’s Jewish Christian community may surely
have worried about the faithful people who died before Jesus was even
alive. How could they be saved? We are assured that Jesus’ saving
sacrifice is for all people. Just as the power of the cross reaches forward
in time to us, so it reaches back in time to all God’s people.

Secondly, alone of the Gospels, Matthew tells us of the guard at the
tomb. The miracle of the empty tomb prompted rumours that maybe
Jesus’ disciples had stolen his body away. Here the believers are
reassured that this was not the case. Jesus had died and the tomb was
sealed. Darkness had settled over the land. Whilst this felt to them, and
to us, like the cruellest of ends, the miracle of Easter awaits....

Jesus, poor, unknown and despised, have mercy on us,
And let us not be ashamed to follow you.

Jesus, accused, and wrongfully condemned,

teach us to bear insults patiently,

And let us not seek our own glory.

Jesus, crowned with thorns and hailed in derision;
Buffeted, overwhelmed with injuries, griefs and humiliations;
Jesus, hanging on the accursed tree

bowing the head, giving up the ghost,

Have mercy on us,

and confirm our whole lives to your spirit.

Amen.
[John Wesley, 1703-1791]
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Day 40 of 40 — Read Matthew 28:1-20 first if you can
Christ is risen! Alleluia! He is risen indeed! Alleluia!

On Easter morning, and throughout the Easter season, we will make
that Easter proclamation. Yet Christians proclaim the resurrection every
time we use the greeting “The Lord be with you” - we are affirming that
Christ is risen and is with us always. The great gift of Matthew’s Gospel
is it affirms this wonderful Christian truth.

Imagine if you can that you are walking to the tomb with the two
Mary’s. How would you be feeling? Sad? Despairing? Unsure? Scared?
Something terrifying happens — an earthquake and an angel rolling
away the stone. This is such a frightening occurrence that the tough
battle-hardened soldiers shake with fear and fall to the ground. The
angel speaks to the women with a message — do not be afraid, Jesus is
not here, he is risen, see the empty tomb, go tell the disciples, go to
Galilee and there you will meet him. Then the women do meet Jesus
and worship him, but he repeats the message — do not be afraid, tell
the disciples to go to Galilee [cf.26:32]. Entering this scene in your
imagination helps us to grasp the enormity of the miracle of
resurrection.

From here on Matthew’s Gospel is quite different to Mark and Luke.
We are told of the report of the Guard and the persistence of the
rumour that Jesus’ body was stolen, but that rumour is overturned by
28:16-20 and by all the resurrection appearances in the other Gospels.
Then we have the encounter of the eleven disciples with Jesus on a
mountain in Galilee. And we are told “but some doubted”[28:17]. How
could they doubt? How can we doubt? The resurrection is momentous
for faith and belief but it is hard to grasp. Yes doubts persist, but those
doubts do not prevent the ongoing work of Jesus and the disciples for
the kingdom.

In the last five verses of Matthew’s Gospel is a summary of all that has
gone before and an invitation and direction for where we are to go
from here. The disciples have returned to meet Jesus in Galilee where
his own mission started [4:12] and where they were first called [4:18-
22]. They meet him on a mountain, and it was on a mountain that Jesus
rejected the temptation of the Devil to have authority over all the
kingdoms of the world [4:9] but now risen and glorified he has been
given all God’s authority [28:18]. It was through a sermon on a
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mountain that he instructed them on discipleship [ch.5-7]. It was on a
mountain he prayed [14:23], nourished the people with bread [15:29]
and was transfigured in glory [17:1,9]. Now on this mountain he
commissions the disciples to be the light of the world [5:14] going into
the world to baptise, teach and obey. And if that commission, exciting
though it is, seems too daunting at times then Jesus’ final words are the
bedrock of our living hope — “remember, | am with you always.” Jesus
is with us always and so Jesus truly is Emmanuel — God with us [1:23].

Christ be with me, Christ within me,
Christ behind me, Christ before me,
Christ beside me, Christ to win me,
Christ to comfort and restore me,
Christ beneath me, Christ above me,
Christ in quiet, Christ in danger
Christ in hearts of all that love me,

Christ in mouth of friend and stranger.
[St Patrick’s Breastplate, 5™ Century adapted]

References used in this Study Guide

Exploring the Spirituality of the Gospels by Patrick J. Hartin, 2010

In Memory of Her by Elisabeth Schussler Fiorenza, 1983

Matthew — Abingdon New Testament Commentary by Donald Senior, 1998
Matthew - Storyteller, Interpreter, Evangelist by Warren Carter, 1996

The Good News According to Matthew by Eduard Schweizer, 1976

The Gospel According to Saint Matthew — An Introductory Commentary, by
Michael Fallon, MSC, 1997

The Gospel in Solentiname, Vol.1, by Ernesto Cardenal, 1987

The Gospel of Matthew (Sacra Pagina) by Daniel J. Harrington, S.J.,2007
Understanding Matthew — The Early Christian Worldview of the First Gospel by
Stephen Westerholm, 2006

The Bibles used in writing this plan were

The Life with God Bible (New Revised Standard Version) (Zondervan, 2009)

The Harper Collins Study Bible (New Revised Standard Version) Annotated edition
by the Society of Biblical Literature (Harper Collins, 1993)

Gospel Parallels — A synopsis of the First Three Gospels by Burton H
Throckmorton, Jr. 1979

The Greek English Interlinear New Testament, united Bible Societies’ Fourth
edition with the New Revised Standard Version (Tyndale, 1990)

Prayers were taken from various sources as attributed. Unattributed prayers were
written by me. One particularly helpful resource for historical prayers was 2000
Years of Prayer compiled by Michael Counsell, 1999

Page 51



