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                     One of Those Days


I suspect we all, from time to time, have ‘one of those days’.  Days when things quickly, and unexpectedly, pile up.  Days when love calls us simply to be available to someone else’s timetable or need.  Days when we know, deep down, that our plans can wait because someone else’s situation can’t.

Well, in Matthew 9, today’s gospel, Jesus was having just such a day.  Whatever was pencilled in the diary when he got up, it looked nothing like the day he had when he went to bed. 

Yet these are the days to live faithfully – or at least try to.  Days when faith turns from theory to practise, when heavenly ideals are grounded in pressing earthly realities.

So, on the Matthew 9 day what, I wonder, might Jesus’ diary have looked like come sundown: Passed a Tax Collector’s Toll Booth and called Matthew to discipleship, he accepted.  Hosted a lunch for Tax Collectors and Sinners, not everyone happy about that!  Encountered an unwell woman who touched the hem of my prayer shawl, she showed such wonderful faith.  And then went to the Synagogue Ruler’s home and did all I could for his dear daughter.  What a tiring day, but what a great day, full of people, need, faith and opportunities to share my Father’s love.

That first incident was the Call of Matthew – a name which means gift of God.  Scholars are divided about whether or not this is the author of today’s gospel.  It might have been, in which case these words are autobiographical.  Others are not so sure, simply because Matthew’s gospel relies so heavily on other material, such as that found in Mark, and surely that would have been unnecessary if it was written by an eye-witness disciple.  

However, what is clear is that in this story Matthew is called from serving one empire to living and serving in a different kingdom.  He transitions from an employee of Rome to become a disciple of Jesus.

It’s thought that in his booth Matthew was collecting Journey Taxes and these were hated.  So, if you fished by the lake, but needed to sell your catch in the city, en route they’d be a tax collector’s booth waiting for you to pay for the privilege of transporting your goods from source to market.  And, typically, although Rome set the levee, no one checked what was charged, so most tax collectors took a personal cut.

Now, many believe that Matthew’s gospel was written between 80-90AD, and that was during the Flavian dynasty’s rule in Rome, and two of the emperors in that decade, brothers who succeeded each other, Titus and Domitian, had both a grandfather and a great grandfather who had been tax collectors, they were even rather proud of that humble heritage and put up monuments in Asia in memory of their grandfather inscribing them with the words To an Honest Tax Gatherer.
   Yet, on this day, Matthew left his life as a servant in one empire, Rome’s, and joins another, God’s, as a disciple of Jesus.
   And so, the day continues. The crowds build and everyone wants to meet with Jesus.
   I remember, when I was in my church youth group, a number of us going to an event at which Cliff Richard was the guest speaker. This was last century you understand!  He appeared on the platform via a side door, but left the auditorium walking down the central aisle. People stretched out their hands to greet him as he passed wanting to shake his as if they were lifelong friends.  It was all very happy and warm-hearted.

Well, on this day, one woman, now ill for over a decade, was so touched by what she had seen and heard in Jesus, that she too wanted to reach out to him, in faith and touch the hem of his garment.

That detail is probably about the Tzitzit, the tassels at the hem of a Jewish man’s shawl, tassels that were intended to be a reminder to the wearer of the value of God’s Word, the Torah, and its call to live a life of holiness.  

This woman seems to value all that symbolism, she even wants to identify with it, a faith in God’s word and God’s love.  As she sees Jesus, who has clearly touched her heart already, she now wants to touch the tassels of his shawl, for her it was an act of faith and an act of supplication to God, asking for help and healing.

Those tassels might even be behind that intriguing phrase we sometimes sing in the Christmas carol, Risen with healing in his wings – words of Malachi that can equally be translated Risen with healing in his hem, or fringe.

Jesus, so often the one who lived for others, wasn’t angry.  Instead, he commends this woman for her faith.  So, already this morning, on this busy day, two lives have been transformed, Matthew’s and this lady of such exemplary faith.
   And this was Jesus’s day.  A day when he responds to all around him.
   I sometimes hear folk say you know I’m not really religious.  Yet, I see them joining in with worship and I hear of their weekday lives, doing all they can in love for their families, striving to live with integrity at work, giving time in their community as a volunteer, setting aside some of their income to support church and charities – even doing a shift at WorkAid! 
   Well, whatever we might or might not mean by religious, I would say their’s clearly is a life of faith and love.  One that mirrors, in some small way, the life of Jesus.  And isn’t that all we are called to be, just like Matthew, to live a life that in some way reflects the life of our Lord and the down-to-earth compassion of our God.
   And that compassion in today’s passage is particularly expressed through the healings which occur, both for the woman and the daughter of the synagogue ruler; for her it was a time to put away the flute players melodies of sadness and sing, instead, a song of renewed life and possibilities.
   And yet, not everyone rejoiced at this compassion.  Over lunch Jesus finds himself on the receiving end of snipping criticism.  The religious professionals of his day believe so much in their specific community of faith that anyone outside of it, and not playing by their rules, isn’t worthy of kindness but condemnation.  Even though these clerics claim to speak for God, they do so by making God’s love stiflingly narrow – and Jesus just won’t have it.  It’s always at this point, it seems, that our Lord speaks up and advocates for a deeper understanding of God and a broader application of love.  
   And so, to that end, he gives us a new metaphor, one that I think is just as poignant as any of his I AM sayings.  Jesus calls himself The Doctor.  Verse 12: Hearing this he said, It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.
   If those around him saw women, slaves, the infirm or foreigners as broken, marginalised or outside the Covenant, Jesus sees them differently.  Like a doctor coming alongside the patient, he longs for their healing, wholeness and restoration to life in all its fulness.
   Some around Jesus defined God as being angry.  A wrathful God bringing punishment for so called sin.  It’s a picture from the Hell Fire and Brimstone tradition of Christianity.  But that isn’t the picture of God that Jesus the Saviour Doctor paints in Matthew 9, and he wags a finger at his accusers in verse 13 when he says directly to them: Go and learn what this text means. I require mercy, not sacrifice.
   Recently our AFC Book Discussion group reflected together on Bill Loader’s What Can Love Hope For.  In this book Loader is obviously saddened that this view of God as full of anger, judgment and punishment still seems inexplicably popular with some Christians.  So, in a rather brilliant parody of the Prodigal Son, he rewrites it as the older son pleading with an angry, wrathful father to accept home the younger son who has just appeared on the horizon, rather than punish him, which is the father’s absolute intention, the very moment he sets foot in the door.  
   Loader rewrites it as such a sad story and, of course, it’s absurd.  For that isn’t the story Jesus told.  For his story was just as much about The Loving Father as the Wayward Son.  In Jesus’ story the Father sees his beloved younger son unexpectedly appear one day over the horizon, and without a second’s thought this warm hearted, loving and forgiving man runs out of the house and greets his wayward offspring with the warmest hug and welcome imaginable.  It’s a beautiful story of mercy, kindness, and a welcome home that creates a new future, a return to wholeness in a relationship that was temporarily broken.  
   Surely it is one of the most precious and poignant pictures of God found in our Holy Scriptures, an image we cherish and upon which we build our faith. 
   Jesus told this story.  And Jesus called himself the Doctor, one who comes to us in our brokenness to offer us wholeness and new beginnings.
   What a day!  A day full of people, of service and of love.  What a good day!  And may we all have many such days too, in the name of God who is Eternal Love, Word made Flesh and Breath of Life.  Amen
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