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                          Vision Casting 


Intro to the theme
 Over lunch in central London the other day I was talking to a minister friend I’ve known since we trained together at Theological College last century.  She talked of the current phrase that is cropping up on church profiles as they seek a minister.  It was new to me, but apparently, more and more, churches say they are looking for a ‘Vision Caster’.  In truth, the soup almost went down the wrong way as I heard that phrase!  It was a little too ‘soundbite’ for me.  Yet, before I become too much an ecclesiastical version of Victor Meldrew, I readily embrace the idea that all of us need a sense of vision about our faith.  What are we about and what are our goals?
 This morning’s gospel helps us with ‘Vision Casting’ – there, you see, I’m embracing new terminology.  But actually, I’d want to do that with an old truth that Jesus both explains and embodies the Christian vision which never changes.  He uses its codeword in Matthew 9 by describing all he is doing as proclaiming the good news of the kingdom.  And he does this in a spirit of compassion as he stands alongside people and, moved as he is by their pain, he does all he can to bring them liberation, healing and wholeness.
  The gospels inevitably present Jesus in an agricultural setting.  There is nothing urban, or even suburban, about him.  And that’s a big factor in the stories he tells and the phrases he bequeaths us.  In today’s passage he’s on something of a recruitment drive because this is the moment when, to achieve his vision of sharing Good News, he has to change his strategy from solo leadership to corporate teamwork.  Jesus needed helpers and so one verse of the reading we’ll be hearing in just a moment says The crop is heavy, but the labourers too few.
 So, the two question we ask in today’s sermon are: What sort of workers are needed, and in what sort of fields will they work?  And let’s hope, by the end, we might better understand what Vision Casting is all about!

Sermon: Vision Casting

 In Matthew 9 Jesus is on a mission and he needs helpers.  His plan, thus far, has been to wander from place to place, often starting at the local synagogue as a visiting preacher, and then spending time with people lifting their burdens of pain, poverty and disease.  It was a work that moved him with pity for there were crowds of people who came to him asking for help.  So much so that he, it appears, realises that he needs help himself, or more specifically, helpers – so that more of this Good News ministry could bless people.
 He talks of starting with a mission to Israel, yet this was never the final goal, just the opening chapter.  By the end of Matthew Jesus commissions his disciples to go out into all the world.
 It’s a bit like pebble dropping.  It might start with the home nation, but then the circles widens and the vision becomes Good News for the whole world.  And it’s the same with the workers.  The vision began with just one, Jesus, joined by the twelve, and then after Pentecost, filled with the spirit’s enabling, taken up by thousands seeking to live out and share The Kingdom.
 Yet for this to happen there must be a shift – a gear change of thinking.
 In Jesus’ day – perhaps even in ours – leadership was located in the religious professionals, found at the temple and in the synagogues.  Jesus seems to broaden this and proclaims a fundamentally inclusive message that everyone is called to share in God’s work.  This vision, this work moves from being the sole responsibility of privileged priests, to become the general calling of ordinary people.
 Ordinary people who have names!  There they are listed for us in today’s gospel:  Peter, Andrew, James and John…Philp, Bartholomew, Thomas and Matthew…James, Thaddaeus, Simon and Judas.  Real people who had real jobs. 
  Jesus seems to revel in this empowerment of ordinary people.  Whilst he could hold his own in the presence of the rich and powerful, it was so often among the neglected and marginalised that he seems most at ease.  
 This role call of the disciples is as revealing for what it doesn’t tell us as for what it does.  We know the first four were a couple of brothers who fished.  We know Matthew was a tax collector who once worked for the Roman Empire.  And then the CVs of the others start to get sketchy.  In previous pastorates that didn’t use the lectionary I’ve embarked on a sermon series taking one disciple a week, soon realising some of the sermons were going to be very short because for one or two in this list we know absolutely nothing at all!
 Collectively, of course, this Apostolic Team didn’t always see eye to eye; and its surely their frail humanity that endears them to us.  We so often see ourselves in their idiosyncratic traits.  We can be hot headed like Peter, follow too much our own agenda like Judas, or be the last one asking questions like Thomas.  
 Yet, even with such dubious dynamics, Jesus calls every person named in Matthew 9; each person a valued member of his team.
 Committees, understandably, can have a bad name in church life, with folk dodging them.  Yet, in many ways, its as we work collaboratively as a team, whether that’s sitting around a table with an agenda before us, or working in the kitchen with a knife and chopping board in front of us – its in this task focussed time together that we can find a sense of purpose and it’s often alongside others, listening to each other attentively that we hear the whisper of God among us.
 We sometimes call this The Priesthood of all Believers – the idea that all our prayers and all our service is valued by God, whoever says those prayers or offers up that service.  And that’s what we have in this tantalising list of the disciples.  Jesus asked these twelve to be his friends and together they proclaimed the Good News of the Kingdom.
 But the question remains as to where this service was to take place?  In keeping with the agricultural themes he often employed Jesus talks, in some bible translations of the fields being white unto harvest.  In ours, today, it simply says the crop is heavy, but the labourers too few.
 So, what are fields in which we suburbanites are called to work?
 Well, Matthew hints at this work as he describes those who gathered around Jesus, asking for his compassion, as like sheep without a shepherd, harassed and helpless.
 In other words, it’s a field of pain, human pain and suffering – and into these everyday lives Jesus comes with love, liberation, peace and hope.  The Good News of the Kingdom is to be experienced in people and places that are fragile and broken, or as Matthew puts it, situations where those around Jesus felt harassed and helpless.
 It’s so important to see this Good News as not being absent in times of struggle, bereavement or injustice, but present.  It’s especially at these times that we are called to trust and believe.

 John Bell, of the Iona Community, has a hymn that puts it this way: The love of God comes close, where stands an open door, to let the stranger in to mingle rich and poor.  The joy of God comes close, where faith encounters fears, where heights and depths of life are found through smiles and tears.
 David Whyte, the Irish poet, is perhaps a bit grittier in his reflection and says Pain is the doorway to the here and now.  It is an ultimate form of grounding in this moment, this body, this limb, this loss, this heartbreak. It tells us we cannot live forever alone or in isolation and makes us understand that we need each other. Pain is the first proper step to real compassion. 
 By Matthew 10 Jesus has both called and commissioned his disciples.  It’s a quick turnaround.  No sooner are they named than they are sent.  Sent to bring compassion, healing and hope village by village.  They are apprentices who, having watched the Master, must now go in his name and serve like him.
 Fifteen hundred years later, a young Carmelite Spanish nun living in Avila, Sister Theresa put it with an enduring beauty: Christ has no body but yours, No hands, no feet on earth but yours…
 The other day I was listening to a fascinating interview with a former Prime Minister.  He was looking back and said if he had his time all over, he would insist that every cabinet minister be given a sign to put on their desk Remember the People.  He was, I think, wistful for the idea that a politician’s life should focus more intensely on the needs of – how does Matthew put it – the harassed and helpless.
 This week, in standing alongside a bereaved friend, in offering support to an anguish relative or by giving to the Foodbank, we are seeking to be the hands and feet of Christ in sharing the Good News of The Kingdom. That is the field in which we are called to work.
 So, it seems to me that Jesus gives us a vision that stands the test of time in our passage from Matthew today – go and live compassionate lives. 
 Be a kind-hearted, service minded Church – live like Jesus!  
 And that’s, surely, is what Vision Casting is all about!
 May it be so, in the name of God who is Eternal Love, Word made Flesh and Breath of Life.  Amen

Ian Green, 8th June 2026
