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These past many weeks have been really challenging for me, as I imagine they have been for many of you.  The deaths of George Floyd, Ahmaud Arbery, and Breonna Taylor, just the most recent in centuries of racist violence against black and brown bodies, have called forth every difficult emotion in me.

Into those feelings this week stepped our passage this morning from Matthew’s Gospel.   There is so much in it that I have craved.  There is comfort and the Good News of God’s healing…healing that we, as Jesus’ disciples, are empowered to bring about.  There is Jesus’ compassionate gaze on us, the harrassed and helpless-feeling sheep.  There is the permission to ask for help from God(!),  help to harvest the changes which seem ripe for real, widespread consideration right now….help to cast out our demons and diseases and bring healing.

But, this passage is not all empowerment and love.  Near its end, Jesus notes to his discples that the empowering Good News, and the healing, and the compassionate gaze are only for the “lost sheep of the house of Israel.”  They are not for Gentiles or for the Samaritans.

And here we have it, even in our Gospels, that contradiction that so many of us find in ourselves, and that we definitely find in our communities, in our institutions, in our government, even in our faith tradition---The stated desire to embrace the radical, transforming, healing love of God, but then the fear, or maybe just apathy, which keeps us from really getting there.
 
Scholars argue that Jesus’ words in Matthew’s gospel were likely not actually said by Jesus.  They point out that none of the disciples were begging Jesus to minister to the Gentiles, and especially not to the Samaritans.   The Samaritans were so hated that Jesus actually capitalized on those emotions in the parable of the Good Samaritan to illustrate just how radical God’s love is….and of all the sayings of Jesus, the parables are thought to be the most authentic to the historical Jesus.  

So, the real Jesus likely did not actually need to instruct the disciples to avoid Gentiles and Samaritans—the disciples would have done that just fine all on their own.

What scholars think is that this exhortation by Jesus to go only to the Jews was put there by the Gospel writers in Matthew’s community.  The early church of Matthew’s community, decades after Jesus’ death, resurrection, and ascension, was wrestling with their own identity—excluded by the mainstream Jewish tradition at the time, they found themselves arguing for their understanding of themselves as faithful Jews.  

The Gospel of Matthew is more sectarian than its predecessor, the Gospel of Mark, more concerned with making sure it is clear about the boundaries—the acts and practices—that define inclusion in their understanding of Jesus’ movement as inherently living out the Jewish faith.  The Gospel coming out of Matthew’s community places Jesus squarely in the Jewish tradition…Jesus comes not to abolish the law and the prophets, but to fulfill them.  

So, in the midst of that context, this is what we get this morning—the very human contradiction between yearning for that glorious Kingdom Jesus empowers us to imagine, and the hurt and fear that keep us from the vulnerability, or humility, the Kingdom requires.   We get the love of God, healing and freeing—casting out demons and raising the dead—for these beloved creatures of God….but not for those ones.

This contradiction manifests itself in so many different ways locally and nationally, and even in our own personal lives.  In our communal life, it’s present in our collective desire for all to be healthy and whole and free, but our inability to commit to more than small tweaks to the systems and institutions we have in place to enable that… or, worse, our dismissing even small tweaks by blaming those who continue not to thrive. 

This contradiction manifests itself in the joy and growth our identity as God’s beloved brings us, nourished so in this community, and our fear that fully integrating that faith identity into every moment of our days—especially those in our most secular environments—will “other” us.  

This contradiction manifests itself in the energy with which I, and perhaps some of you(?), jump into the very good and necessary work of making meals, collecting belongings, or giving money—and this work is good and necessary--but then can’t often enough overcome the fear, fatigue, and feeling of not knowing enough that stop me from heartily advocating for the changes needed to make the meals, belongings, and money no longer necessary.

This contradiction is present in my own swirl of feelings these past many weeks, and perhaps in some of yours: anger, sadness, despair, hopelessness, helplessness, grief, but then also guilt.  I have moved in an out of these emotions in cycles, the guilt coming particularly after the helplessness and hopelessness as I am jolted into how untethered these feelings are to reality, as one who has built such a rich life in and by the privilege of my white body.  

Today is our celebration of World Refugee Day, and as such, offers us yet one more example of this contradiction.  We as a nation, a local community, and individuals, are so very moved by the suffering of the world’s many displaced peoples, victims of war, persecution, inaccess to our fundamental needs for food and shelter and safety.  And yet, we allow systems that “other” those who seek refuge in our borders—systems that fail to uphold their dignity as fellow creations of God, and instead, often meet them with fear and even disgust. 

Our Gospel passage this morning reveals that even in our scriptures, we cannot espcape this contradiction—the contradiction of being creations of God, yet not complete…creatures of God’s light, yet still working towards withstanding the discomfort and developing the courage and imagination that the radical nature of divine love requires of us. 

To me, our Gospel passage this morning is a sacred invitation to center ourselves within Christ’s compassionate gaze, and wrestle with these contradictions…the contradictions that abound outside of us, and those that find a home within us, too.   
Matthew’s community was being so very human in the Good News as they proclaimed it…in their yearning and striving for the Kingdom, but not yet there …proclaiming the wildly radical nature of God’s love, but not yet able to lay bare every impediment to enacting it even in themselves.  Matthew’s community, just like ours, was made up of individual, beloved creations of God, yet not complete.   

In that Gospel interweaving of humanity and divinity, our passage this morning is a call to us to keep striving.  A call to us to keep unpacking our fears and stumbling blocks…a call to us to imagine as radically as Jesus.  A call to us to hold ourselves, and one another as fellow disciples of the Way of Love, accountable to that work.  For, indeed, the harvest is plentiful, and the laborers still too few.  Let us ask the Lord of the harvest for help: for courage, for motivation, for perseverence, for divine imagination…For, I…we…the whole creation….so very much need it.
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