Sunday July 4th Luke 10:1-12, 17-20
Fr Robert Newton
In the Gospel from Luke, we continue to follow Jesus on the way to
Jerusalem. But for now, the apparent destination of the trip has receded
to the background. Something else has caught our attention. For one
thing, Jesus’ message of announcing the coming of the Kingdom of God is
being met with increasing curiosity. There is growing hostility to what
Jesus has to say and, at the same time, an increasing acceptance of his
message. For this reason, the mission of Jesus and the twelve must be
enlarged. The scope of Jesus’ work must be broadened. More workers
must be recruited to get the good news out. So Jesus decides to appoint
seventy to share in the job. Jesus sent these new missionaries in pairs to
the very places he himself intended to go. He didn't just turn them loose
and say, “Now sink or swim! Go find your own mission field”. Nor does
Jesus sugar-coat the job. Jesus wants his disciples to know what they're
getting into. So much so, that in some ways it's a rather bleak picture
that he paints for them. “The harvest is plentiful.” That is, the time is ripe
— but there’s a catch — “but the labourers are few”. And those that do
respond to the call need to know that at times the work can be fraught
with danger: “See, I am sending you like lambs into the midst of wolves”.

He does give them some advice, though, about how they are to go
about it. They are to travel light. "No purse, no bag, no sandals.” They
are not to take anything that could hold them back. They are on an
urgent mission. “And greet no one on the road.” In other words, let
nothing distract you from the mission. When the seventy return, they
are ecstatic about what they have been able to accomplish. They have

been successful beyond their wildest expectations. “The seventy returned BIBLE STUDIES

with joy, saying, ‘Lord, in your name even the demons submit to us!” ”
When Jesus hears what they have to say, he takes this as a sign that

God is having his way in the world. Satan is finally getting his due. And JUNE 20 1 O
if these seventy think that they are successful now, it will be nothing
compared with what they are going to experience later on. They will
accomplish more than they may think or believe. Most readers of these
Scriptures from Luke do not think Jesus really meant for us to become .
snake killers. Some have tried that, of course. However, this is a symbolic + Michael HOUgh

way to indicate that the power of evil is being overcome through the with Fr Peter Yeats
mission of Jesus on earth, now as well as back then.
and Fr Robert Newton

:Prayer Heavenly Father, we thank you for the example of your saints
throughout the ages who have brought the Good News to all
35 the world.




LANTERN SERIES

After the General Synod of 2001 the Bishop of Ballarat
invited Anglicans throughout the Diocese to spend time
in reflecting on the role the Scriptures play in the life
of Anglicans and to take part in Bible studies and Bible
reflections for General Synod 2004. This mandate now
continues for the Mission of the Diocese.

The Scriptures are the Word of God and in them we can not only discover
God’s teaching and his wonderful works of salvation down through the
ages in the lives of his people, but we can also hear God speaking to us
in our own varied situations. It is a living word that when read with eyes
of faith brings us into a deeper relationship with God.

This Lantern Series of studies follows through the Gospel reading from
the daily Eucharist as set down in the Australian lectionary. By reading
these each day we are in a prayerful manner joining with people around
the world as they gather for the daily Mass.

Each study is in three parts. Some background study of the text, opening
up details and background that will help the reader to come closer to what
the Gospel writer may have had in mind. An analysis of what possible
meaning could the writing have to people seeking to live out lives of
discipleship in the world today? And each study ends with a short prayer
which may help us to ground the reading in our spiritual lives. It is to
be hoped that as the people work through the texts they will be led to
present their meditations to God in prayers of their own.

What is important is that adequate time is put aside each day to read
the Bible texts before we work on the studies. Through familiarity with
the language of the Bible and direct contact with the stories we will find
ourselves growing in confidence as we study. To do them justice it would
also be helpful to include a little extra time for reflection and prayer. The
texts themselves are also suitable for discussion groups and over time will
help give an introduction into various methods of biblical studies.

The Lantern Series is an initiative of the Diocese of Ballarat.
These studies are also available at the start of each month
at the diocesan web page at www.ballaratanglican.org.au

Saturday July 3rd Matthew 9:14-17
The Jews had only one binding fast and that was for the Feast of the
Day of Atonement. They did, however, observe numerous devotional fasts
that were meant to bring them closer to God and to help them live out
more faithfully their covenant lives. Major celebrations, like weddings,
removed any obligation to fast and dispensed the people from certain
religious observances. What Jesus does here is draw a parallel between
the wedding guests and the disciples. In Jewish tradition there was an
expectation of an end time marriage (at the end of time) between Israel
and Yahweh in which there would be a Messiah-King (some thought that
Solomon would return in this role). For the early Christians this text most
likely brought to mind the image of the Church as the bride and Christ as
the bridegroom. This becomes clearer when Jesus goes on to talk about
the bridegroom being taken away from them (the crucifixion). The point
could be that the old is finished and the new must completely replace it.
Others see it as a parable that warns against the dangers of inappropriate
action which could lead to loss of life in the Kingdom. This would mean
that the parable is calling the disciples to repentance as the Kingdom is
drawing near. There is no time for continuing on with actions that are
spiritually meaningless and perhaps even destructive of discipleship.

Discipleship is about renewal of life, about constantly seeking to leave
behind the things that keep us from God and taking up the things that
open us more and more to his life and love. It should be always new, and
hard as it is, it will mean that as we grow in our faith we leave behind
more and more things of our old lives. That is hard and the temptation
is to remain solid and unchanging in the way we live out our faith. At the
age of sixty there is little difference in the way we live out our life with
God to what it was like when we were twenty. Yet so much in our lives
and in the world has changed. Now is the time when we are called to
stop and think about this call to allow God to renew us, a time when we
prepare to take the risks we need to take to allow God to take us forward
and speak to us anew. A Church that does not seek new ways of listening
and new ways of proclaiming the faith is doomed to be ineffective and
powerless. What makes growth possible is our understanding that the
Church’s mission is not its own, but comes from God and that it is God
who will bring it to a successful conclusion. It is not our Church.

:Prayer Heavenly Father, give us the courage we need to be open to
your calling and willing to change the things in our lives that
34 need to be changed for the sake of the Gospel.




Friday July 2nd Visitation of the Luke 1:39-56
Blessed Virgin Mary

Luke uses this story to tie together the ministries of John the Baptist
and Jesus. Mary is declared “blessed” not because of who she was but
because of the “fruit of your womb” and because of her faith. Her blessing
comes from Jesus and her response to the call by God and that is where
the focus of the text remains. Mary’s song is a magnificent Christian
prayer that is in many ways in the same form as many of the Psalms and
presents a picture of discipleship that will be picked up in the rest of the
Gospel. The theology runs like this: God is good because he is concerned
about his people and he is a Saviour (setting people free from their sins,
limitations and weaknesses). The greatness of any person only comes
about because of what God does in them and we know that God wants
to do great things through people. God is merciful. He does not judge
according to what the sins of a person deserve but bases judgement on
his love for his children. He is also powerful. Not only did he create the
universe but he has been moving it forward to his ordained goal, raising
up prophets and holy men and women who would be his instruments
in creation. People can look around the world and see the rich and the
powerful going their own way and exploiting the poor, the needy and
the weak, but God will bring judgement on them. People should not be
deceived into thinking God is without power.

Both Matthew and Luke go to some lengths to ensure that those who read
and hear their Gospel message understand that Mary was a nobody in the
world in which she lived. She was a young unmarried woman whose only
claim to fame was that she was part of a family line which went back
to Abraham and David. She understood that and paradoxically it is in her
poverty and in her powerlessness that is to be found her strength. It is
only when we are like Mary, willing to acknowledge our need of salvation,
that God is able to do great things in and through us. It is only when we
begin to feel that while we may want God we do not need him, that our
lives begin to struggle. Luke begins his Gospel with that message and as it
unfolds we shall see the same theme repeated over and over again. Faith
is an invitation to believe in God, an invitation that requires a response
involving the whole of our lives. Once we live as needy people, God is
able to work his salvation and set up his Kingdom of Peace and Joy.

iPmyer Hail Mary full of Grace, the Lord is with you. Blessed are you
among women, and blessed is the fruit of your womb, Jesus.
Father, may we be open to your calling as was Mary the

33 mother of your Son and respond with the same willingness.

Tuesday June 1st Mark 12:13-17

It is hard to find the proper setting for this story as it is inserted into
the Gospel without introduction or warning. We are warned in the
opening verse that this is meant as a trap for Jesus. Tribute payments
were imposed by the Romans in Judea in 6AD. For the Zealots this was
an affront to God who was the only one they saw as having dominion
over them and so it was presented as a religious issue rather than as an
economic problem. The Pharisees did not like the humiliation the tax
brought with it and the Herodians accepted it, at least in principle. The
question is worded in an extremely cunning way and was meant to catch
Jesus on the horns of a dilemma. If he supported the unpopular tax he
would alienate many people and if he opposed it he would come under
the scrutiny of Rome. The inscription on the denarius read: “Tiberius,
Caesar, son of the divine Augustus”, and in Syria it added “the majestic
son of God". Jesus’ reply was based on the principle that what belongs to
another person should be returned without asking about how it had been
obtained. Caesar owned the coin (it was his name on it) and so it was
reasonable that it was returned to him. The problem was whether or not
using the coin was the same as acknowledging Caesar as king.

There is much in Jesus’ answer which flows over into our daily life. He is
telling us that the world has its limits. Not everything that is said and done
in the world is good and acceptable. Just because it is expected of us
does not mean that we have to fulfil those expectations. Giving to God
will inevitably mean that we are in opposition to what is being demanded
by the world and its decision makers and image makers. What belongs to
the world should be given to the world. As Christians we need to take our
part and to shoulder our responsibilities, but there are limits, and these
limits are set down by God in his Law and especially through the life and
teachings of his Son Jesus. Everything belongs to God and he has a right
to have a say in how it is to be used, and everything we have should in
one way or another be put to use for the work of the Kingdom. What is
important in this is that for Jesus the world is not the enemy, that there is
no distinction between the Kingdom and the world. We live in both and
our call is to extend the Kingdom throughout the whole of the world. The
hidden warning is to not shape the Kingdom according to the world.

iPmyer Heavenly Father, we thank you for all that you have given to
us, and ask that we are so strengthened by your graces that
we can share them with others, and at the same time use them
2 so that your name can be praised.




Wednesday June 2nd Mark 12:18-27

The early Church had to speak about both of the positions presented
here. The Pharisees had detailed presentations on what the resurrection
would be like and the Sadducees rejected the resurrection altogether. The
Sadducees were the priestly group and were considered as the aristocracy
within Judaism. They only accepted the authority of the Law of Moses (the
first five books of the Law). For them the resurrection was not scriptural
as it did not appear until Isaiah 26:19. The Levirate marriage (see Deut
25:5ff) which is the situation under discussion in the debate with Jesus
was designed to protect a man'’s property. The Pharisees had an elaborate
range of beliefs about what the resurrection was like: angels did not drink
or eat, they did not marry and people became angels after they rose from
the dead. In this way Jesus’ answer is not that much different to many
other answers of the time. His answer is different in two respects from his
contemporaries. He begins by asserting the right of God to act beyond
human expectations. God can do something radically new. In replying to
the Sadducees he uses Scripture to explain Scripture. God pledged himself
to be the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. If these men are dead and if
there is no resurrection it is absurd to claim that God is their God. They
must be living or his pledge to be their God is without any meaning. Death
does not annul this commitment.

Thursday July 1st Matthew 9:1-8

This story flows on from the previous one, linked to it by the opening
words “and then getting into a boat”. The theology of the first story is
meant to flow into this story. The equivalent of this story is to be found
in Mark 2:1-12 where the paralytic is lowered down through a hole in the
roof. The key message is that Jesus is the Son of Man who came among
the people with the power to forgive sins. This power he passed on to
his Church (which was probably a part of the reason for this miracle story
being preserved). In most other healing stories in the Gospels we see that
the cure of the illness comes after some expression of faith. Here we have
not a physical cure but a spiritual healing taking place in response to the
faith of the people. For this to happen the needy person needs to believe
that Jesus has the power to forgive sins and is willing to acknowledge
their need for forgiveness and their willingness to live differently. This is
a part of the salvation brought by Jesus and was an important part of the
faith of the early communities (Acts 10:43; Acts 26:18; Luke 7:49ff). (This
was a widespread Jewish tradition: “A sick man does not recover from
his sickness until all his sins are forgiven him, as it is written” — Rabbi
Alexandri, Babylonian Talmud.) Holistic therapies today would agree with
the understanding of Jesus that peace contributes greatly to good health.

God’s powers are beyond our wildest expectations and the real mistake
of both of those groups was to try and tie God into what made sense
to them and to their interpretations of Scripture. God is always greater.
Even death, which seems so final and all-powerful, is unable to contain
the actions of God. This is why Jesus in this reading is calling his followers
to be ready to stretch out beyond their own sense of their limitations,
and what they may see as their inability to perform, and trust in God
to make his power available to them. The key thing is the call to move
forward in faith. Rising from the dead seems to be an impossible hope.
The Pharisees tried to make sense of it in terms of what would be good
for them. The Sadducees rejected it because it did not fit in with the way
they understood Scripture. Both sought to tie God into human ways of
thinking and understanding and so were condemned by Jesus. God is
more than we can ever hope or devise and through his power we can do
great things.

One interesting note is found in the last verse, where the crowds give
glory to God because he “has given such authority to men”. Who are
these men? Clearly Matthew has in mind the Son of Man but also, as he
writes from the setting of his own community of faith, the Church. After
his resurrection Jesus commissioned the Disciples to carry on his work
of evangelization throughout the world. In repeating this story from the
life of Christ we find reassurance that as baptized disciples we share in
the Lord’s saving works. As he brought forgiveness (reconciliation) and
healing to the needy people of his time, so we are sent to be agents of
that same reconciliation and healing. In the light of this story, we can see
our role in the world as being one of the ways in which God can allow his
blessings to flow to those in need of his mercy and love. That is part of
why he called us to be disciples...so that others may know that God is
offering them salvation. Of course that means that we will first of all have
to have ourselves experienced that same healing and forgiveness.

Prayer |Lord God, never let our uncertainties and insecurities limit what
we think we can do for the life of the Kingdom in our world. Help
3 us to move forward in faith, confident of your strength.

Pr ayer | Father, we come to you as people in need of your mercy and

your healing. We are weak and have failed in many ways. In
the name of Jesus our Risen Lord we come to you that having
32 been forgiven we may forgive others their failings and sins.




Wednesday June 30th Matthew 8:28-34
It is interesting to compare this story with the account in Mark 5:1-20.
This is the first Gospel account of Jesus the exorcist. It takes place in
pagan territory and the devil is seen as being particularly active there.
Jewish belief held that when the last days come the devil and his demons
would be deprived of their power and thrown into the fires of hell. In
some pagan cultures pigs were sacred animals and were used in the
cult (hence they were declared to be unclean for the Jews) and so they
would become a natural home for demons who were cast out of a living
person. In Babylonian traditions demons were thought to be the cause
of many diseases and the doctors (or exorcists) would cut up a pig, lay it
on the sick person and demand that the evil spirit go into the pig instead
of remaining in the sick person. That the demoniac is wandering about
among the tombs also highlights what was thought to be the primary
result of the work of demons — death. The overall message is clear
enough. Jesus, as the Son of God, came to set people free from the
control of sin and the things that seek to destroy their lives. To do this
he first of all has to defeat Satan. This and the other exorcisms are all a
part of that overall picture.

Thursday June 3rd Mark 12:28-34

Palestinian piety delighted in distinguishing between what they considered
to be the weightier and lighter matters among the 613 individual statutes.
These were worked out according to whether they were commandments
or prohibitions and in terms of the satisfaction that would be demanded
if the commandments were infringed. At the base of this question is an
understanding that God’s blessing could somehow be obtained through
human effort. The reply of Jesus goes deeper than the concept of there
being 613 statutes, for he addresses the underlying purpose of the Law.
This is a very Jewish question, for Hillel the Elder was asked by a Gentile
to sum up the law in a single sentence. He said “what you yourself
hate, do not do to your neighbour: this is the whole Law, the rest is
commentary”. The reply of Jesus turns this around and makes it into a
positive command. Hillel told people to avoid doing harmful things while
Jesus commanded the disciples to act positively in a loving way. The
opening words of Jesus’ reply comes from a daily prayer and confession
of faith called the Shema (Deut 6:4).

One of the reasons that Jesus had such an impact on the lives of the
people of his time and why the Church spread so quickly was that the
Gospel worked. Jesus did make a difference. When people set out to
live his teachings and to become disciples following in his ways they
discovered a true and lasting peace in their lives. When people came
together with Jesus as the foundation of their community then their
differences were overcome and their group knew a love and peace that
had not been possible until that time. This is also the reason why the
Church has managed to continue to spread and grow down through
history in a wide variety of cultures and times. The Gospel works. In
Jesus people can know healing, peace, reconciliation; discover purpose
and meaning in their lives and have ample resources to manage and
overcome the many difficulties and problems that are a part of life. With
Jesus in a person’s life (in the centre and not on the periphery) there is
simply no room for destructive evil. But we have to move Jesus to the
centre.

Prayer Merciful Father, cast from our lives those things which harm
us, which hold us back from loving you and knowing your
lasting peace in our lives. Help us to build our lives on the
31 Gospel message and be more faithful in our discipleship.

This is a wonderful story which is rich in messages. It tells us that we
can never reach the stage where we can say we are “fulfilling” the
commitments we made at our baptism. We are always called to be doing
more, to be giving more and to be loving more. Our faith lives tomorrow
should be an advancement on how we are living out our faith today. How
we live in the Church should be always growing and always expanding as
God is forever calling us forward in our relationship with him. But there is
another important message as well. This is made clear to us when we are
told that we need to love “with all our heart, with all our understanding
and with all our strength”. Our love of God cannot be limited to one
small part of our lives. Our lives of faith have to involve all that we do.
We have to find ways of allowing God to permeate all our activities as
human beings. If an activity has an impact on our lives then there is a
need for an input from God. Our Christian responsibilities cannot be met
by an hour of worship on Sunday. It is through daily prayer, through
a daily listening to God in the Scriptures, that we allow him to have an
impact on what we do. That is the only way that we can say that we are
truly “loving”. We need to remember that Christianity is a “doing” religion
which involves our daily “doing” to God and “doing” for others.

Prayer | Loving Father, we are sorry for the times when we have served

you half-heartedly and served you with only a part of our lives
4 and our energies. Help us to love you fully and generously.




Friday June 4th Mark 12:35-37

Jesus is presented here in his role as teacher. The expectation of the
people was that the Messiah would return and re-establish the two
Kingdoms. The nation would be delivered from her enemies and all of
this would be achieved through a messiah in the line of David. This grew
out of the promise given by God in 2 Samuel 7:11-16 and the hope of
a Davidic messiah has a long tradition in the prophets. Jesus takes up the
question in the sense “What do the scribes mean when they say that the
Messiah is the Son of David?”, with the challenge: How can he be human
and at the same time divine? Mark then goes on to the initial statement
by David. He is presented as a prophet and affirms that the prophecy is
about a coming messiah and not about himself. Importantly, Jesus quotes
the Greek text and not the Hebrew text because in the Greek text the one
to whom David is referring is much greater than he is. This makes Jesus
the one who fulfils the prophecy made by David. Jesus is the Son of
David, but more importantly he is David’s “Lord". But as Lord he has come
not to extend the work begun by David but to proclaim a very different
Kingdom, the Kingdom of God. The Scribes were anticipating a political
and nationalistic restoration and Jesus is proclaiming that this is not the
mind of God.

One part of the problem for the Scribes and the leaders of the Jews was
their attempts to understand the demands of God in parcels that could
be easily understood. The messiah would be someone in David’s line.
This meant that God was tied to that lineage and process. Once they
started down that line they were also tied to the idea that he would be a
particular kind of messiah doing a particular kind of work or activity. Jesus
rejects that. It then becomes a question of faith: Can I believe in Jesus
as Messiah when things in my life do not go the way I want/expect/feel I
need them to go? There is much in our lives of faith that may disturb us,
or annoy us, or challenge us, especially as we live it out within a sinful
Church community. We are invited to look beyond our own expectations
of ourselves, others and God and allow the possibility that God is working
out our deliverance in his own way. That should take an enormous
concern and pressure from our shoulders as it means that what we need
to do is to concentrate on our lives with God in Christ and leave the
details to him.

:Prayer Almighty God, David was your faithful servant who did great
things through his relationship with you. Unite us in Christ so
5 that we remain at Peace as your will for us unfolds in our lives.

Tuesday June 29th St Peter Matthew 16:13-19

This is the Feast of St Peter the Apostle and Martyr. In Matthew’s Gospel
the profession of Peter marks a turning point as it enables Jesus to go on
and explain the kind of messiah he is and to set out the purpose of his
mission. The question he asks brings out the expectations of the world in
which he lives. People see him as a prophet come back from the dead and
so a messiah who would lead the people of Israel back into a new Davidic
kingdom. Jesus then challenges Peter to make his commitment and to
state clearly what were his expectations of Jesus. Professing him as the
Christ is an accepting of him as the Messiah, the long awaited gift of God
who would lead the people to freedom. Having come to this point, Jesus
can now prepare them for what lies ahead for him and for them. When
Jesus is called “Son of the Living God" it ties the work of the Messiah into
the work of the God who lives. The Living God is the God of the Exodus,
for he revealed his name to Moses as the God “who is, who was and
who is to come”. That is a name which means the same as “the God who
forever lives”, or Yahweh.

The rock on which Jesus will build his Church is not Peter. The rock is
the profession of faith that Peter makes. The Church is built on Jesus the
Messiah, the promised one of God. The Christian community gains its life,
its hope, its strength and its mission from its belief that God sent his only
Son Jesus to become man so that we might be saved. The lives of all
believers is forever changed by this reality. The world has a Messiah. We
are a people who have been healed and saved and who have the chance
of living in the Kingdom of God with all of its blessings. This is why we
are people of great hope. We fear nothing, not because we are brave or
powerful, but because Jesus is the Messiah. The next part of the reading
goes on to proclaim that nothing can stand against this reality. The gates
of hell cannot stand when faced with the onslaught of the Kingdom. It is
not that the faithful can withstand attacks by the Evil One. The promise is
that if believers build their lives on the Rock which is Christ, then they will
be able to overcome evil in the world. Overcoming may not mean wiping
out. It may mean making evil unable to destroy, to incarcerate or to tie up
in chains. It is a wonderfully powerful promise, but it depends on faith.

Tmyer Loving Father, you revealed yourself as the God who is ever
present in your creation and so as the power in our lives in
whom we can place our trust. We ask that we make Christ
Jesus your Son the rock who is the anchor and foundation
30 of our lives.




Monday June 28th Matthew 8:18-22

The Scribe comes to Jesus with what appears to be a genuine desire to
follow after him, or in other words to be a disciple of his. This is a bit odd
as the Scribes represented a party in Judaism which formed a section of
the opposition to Jesus. He addresses Jesus respectfully as a teacher and
places himself before Jesus as one in need of being taught. The Scribes
have an occupation that requires a stable base and all of the comforts
that go with it. The Son of Man on the other hand has no such luxuries,
for he is a wandering preacher carrying out the will of God. The next
questioner (v 21) takes the story to another level, for he is already a
disciple. He has already chosen to follow Jesus and has been accepted.
The story is reminiscent of 1 Kings 19:20 where Elisha asks Elijah to let
him go and kiss his father and mother before following after the Prophet.
What Jesus’ disciple wants to do is to fulfil a major and basic demand of
the Law. The obligation to bury the dead was thought to override the
obligation to make daily prayers at the proper times. What we have
here is a clear statement by Matthew that following Jesus and sharing
in his ministries of preaching and healing are far more important than
even the most basic of the demands of the Law. This would have been an
enormous shock to those who were hearing it directly from Jesus.

Christians in the West are not pleased with the idea that the Gospel
demands a way of life that at times will prove to be inconvenient
and uncomfortable and which will not allow for any adjustments or
compromises. At times, living out what God demands will mean that
our own lives will be altered and may be disrupted. It is tough to put
aside some of our time, our resources and our energies to carry out the
will of God. We will find that we have to make some choices between the
demands of “the world”, of our families, our friends and the expectations
of a whole lot of people, and the demands of Jesus. The Scribe in
question had built his religious life in such a way that was comfortable.
The demands of his religion could be easily predicted and he knew exactly
what he had to do and how far he was expected to go in following the
Law. This is not the situation with those who seek to be disciples of Jesus.
The Gospel and the gospel communities of faith must come first, for it is
in those areas that the grace and power to transform our lives are to be
found.

:Prayer Father, strengthen us with the graces of your Holy Spirit, that
we may confidently build our lives and our relationships on the
29 life and teachings of Jesus your Son, and so know true Peace.

Saturday June 5th Mark 12:38-44

Scribes were distinguished by their linen robes, a long white mantle
reaching to the feet and provided with a long fringe. White linen clothes
were regarded as a mark of distinction and men of high position (Priests,
Levites and Scribes) walked around in white and left the bright coloured
clothes to the ordinary person. Scribes in particular were given great
respect because they were seen as speaking as persons holding sovereign
authority. When they walked through the market people would stand and
only workmen working on their projects were exempt. These Scribes did
not receive any payment for their work as it was thought inappropriate for
them to benefit from the Word of God. They survived by the generosity
of the community and it was considered to be a highly meritorious act
for people to help support a Scribe. This clearly opened itself up to abuse
and they did indeed “devour the property of widows”. The core problem
here is that they moved their service of God to the periphery while they
focussed on raising the money they thought they needed to sustain the
type of life they wanted to live. Verses 41-44 is a story that Mark has
included here to act as a kind of commentary on this section.

This is the last of the teaching section of Jesus. From here he goes into
his final sermons and then to his Passion and death. The focus is on
what is important in a person’s life. The Scribes were holy men but their
problem was that they allowed their concerns about their daily life to push
their spirituality to the background. They were worried about how they
would eat, where they would live and what they needed to do to make
sure that the money came in. This led to excesses. What they should
have done was to get on with their lives of faith believing that God would
care for them. They lacked the ability to truly trust in God’s benevolent
care and compassion. The end result was that their lives were primarily
focussed on their needs and God was moved to the periphery. Even when
they were carrying out their religious practices or activities, they did so
with an eye to attracting the support of the people. It was not so much a
sin of pride as much as it was a problem of faith. If they had concentrated
on their lives with God the other areas of their lives would be blessed.
With God at the centre, all of their human activities would feel the effects
of his grace.

iPmyer Merciful Lord, we come before you as people who are in need
of your love. Help us to live out our lives of faith with a strong
sense of confidence and trust that, as we strengthen our union
6 with you, all that we do may fill us with a sense of Peace.




Sunday June 6th Luke 7:11-17
Fr Robert Newton
Jesus has just arrived in a town called Nain, about 40 kilometres down
the road from Capernaum where he had been teaching and healing. A
large crowd together with his disciples has followed him here. Jesus is
just outside the gate of the town when a large funeral procession goes by.
We know it was large, for Luke tells us it was, but at that time all funeral
processions were large. Most likely, there would also have been a group of
professional mourners. It was their responsibility to play flutes and cymbals
to work the crowd up into a frenzy. The women would be screaming loudly,
shrill cries of grief. The man who was dead, we are told, was the only son
of a widow. Luke then adds this telling comment, "When the Lord saw her,
he had compassion for her and said to her, ‘Do not weep’ “. Spontaneously
and without so much as a thought, Jesus’ heart goes out to this woman.
Jesus knows that she has not only lost her only son, but also the sole
means of support in her old age. Later, on the cross, Jesus will repeat a
similar act of compassion with his own mother. He will turn to John, the
disciple, and make sure that John will look after Mary when he’s gone.

As the funeral procession passes by, so moved is Jesus that he touches
the bier upon which the bearers are carrying the corpse. Jesus was so
moved to help this woman that he risked ritual contamination by touching
the dead body of her son in an effort to revive him. Jesus says, “Young
man, I say to you, rise!”, at which the dead man sits up and begins to
speak. When this story is compared with other stories like this, or even
with others in Luke’s Gospel, what's remarkable is that there is no mention
of faith as a requirement for the revival to take place. Neither the faith
of the mother, much less that of her dead son, is necessary for Jesus to
perform the life-restoring feat. Just before in Capernaum, Jesus had healed
the slave of a Roman centurion, apparently because of the trust the Roman
officer had placed in Jesus. “Not even in Israel have I found such faith”,
said Jesus. But here in this story, the good deed is done with no other
motive or assistance whatsoever. Jesus’ own compassionate heart is
sufficient to perform the deed. The widow’s son is restored to life simply
because Jesus’ heart went out to her. In response to this unsolicited act of
compassion by Jesus, fear, or more likely, reverent awe, filled the crowd.
“And they glorified God, saying, ‘a great prophet has arisen among us!’ and
‘God has looked favourably on his people’ ”.

'.Prayer Heavenly Father, your Son shows us in the Gospel the way of
compassion as your way; the way of unsolicited, unconditional
7 love.

Sunday June 27th Luke 9:51-62

Fr Robert Newton
In the story from Luke’s Gospel, Jesus is on a journey to Jerusalem. But
rather than take the normal route most pilgrims took at the time, Jesus
decided to go straight through Samaria. This was an unusual decision.
Samaria was located in between Galilee in the north and Judea in the
south. There had been a long-standing disagreement between the Jews
and Samaritans. So the route Jesus took was not an easy shortcut. As a
Jew, it placed him in the face of direct opposition. To be exact, religious
pilgrims had long been hindered by the Samaritans for trying to pass
through their territory on the way to Jerusalem. Jesus was almost certain
to encounter hostility, and he did.

How did Jesus react to not being received? It's hard to tell because even
before he has a chance to act on his own, two of his disciples, James and
John, decide to take matters into their own hands. When they saw that
Jesus was being rejected by the Samaritan village, they asked Jesus if
he would let them “bring down fire from heaven to consume them”. Little
did they know just how far off they were from what Jesus had in mind.
Luke tells us that Jesus turned and rebuked the disciples. What they
wanted to do was not in accord with God’s Kingdom. Jesus met rejection
with firmness toward his disciples on the one hand, and with respect and
tolerance for his enemies on the other. And he made sure that he taught
his disciples a lesson. This was not the way to go about solving anything.
It was to be the first of many lessons the disciples would have to learn as
they made their way to Jerusalem. Had they been listening to what Jesus
had been saying all along, they would have known what to expect. After
all, Jesus was just putting into practice what he had taught earlier in the
Sermon on the Plain. But as is so often the case, these disciples let their
innate passions take over. When we look at this story about Jesus and
rejection, we can see a common thread running throughout. Jesus knew
how to accept rejection and move on. He did not just say, "I quit”. Jesus
found a way to move on. When faced with opposition, he went to another
village and preached there. While the rejections we experience are rarely
as intense as the ones Jesus had to face, nonetheless, in our everyday
lives, each of us has to decide what we're going to do with the rejections
that come to us. In a word, we have to move on. And when we do, we
are following Jesus, whether we know it or not.

:Prayer Heavenly Father, give us the strength to accept that your way
of love and acceptance will encounter rejection in different
28 guises in our world.




Saturday June 26th Matthew 8:5-17
Matthew has just shown the power of the Teaching of Jesus (a new
Moses) and now moves on to show that he is equally powerful in Deed.
These miracles are important and follow a similar kind of outline. There is
a healing of a leper, a paralyzed servant of a Roman soldier and Peter’s
mother-in-law. In two of these Jesus makes contact with the sick person
and each story speaks of the faith of the sick person or of their friends
and family. They are not spectacular cures, the point of having them
here is to raise questions about the identity of Jesus: “"Who is this man?”.
Matthew is also concerned about identifying the source of Jesus’ power
and these miracles point the reader to the Father in heaven. There were
many similar stories in the Rabbinic writings and a couple that sound
very similar to the miracles of Jesus in these sections. There is a major
difference. In the Jewish writings the Rabbi heals because God is a
merciful God and listens to the prayers of his beloved disciple. What
Matthew presents is Jesus healing because of his own power. Jesus is
more than just a mediator of the power of God, he is the divine Son of
God in his own right. Further, in our text today, we see Jesus setting out
the basis on which non-Jews could find their way into the Kingdom of
God. It is not by observance of laws and circumcision, but through faith
in Jesus Christ as the Son of God. Equally important is the link Matthew
makes with Isaiah’s Suffering Servant (Isa 53:4) which is his way of
joining the ministry of Jesus with his death on the cross. As the Suffering
Servant of God, he “took our sicknesses away and carried our diseases”.

This is a wonderful story because it is such a shock. Here we have a
Gentile and one of great standing in the community who is prepared to
acknowledge the divinity and power of Jesus. He clearly had access to
all of the medical powers of the time and yet chose to come to Jesus.
At the basis of his decision was his faith and that is why Matthew makes
it clear that “nowhere in Israel have I found faith like this”. Again, here
at the start of the Gospel, we have the clear message that discipleship
means that the individual must have complete and consistent confidence
in Christ. He is not an option that can be used when it is convenient and
then put on the shelf to gather dust while we opt for something else in
which to put our trust for a time. Christ heals and sets free all who dare
to believe in him.

:Prayer Lord God, you sent your Son Jesus to set us free from all that is
darkness in our lives. Strengthen us in our discipleship that we
27 may make him the foundation of all that we do.

Monday June 7th Matthew 5:1-12
Jesus sits in the customary position of the Jewish teacher. In presenting
him in this way Matthew moves him from the role of preacher and healer
to that of teacher. Thus he takes over the role of the Scribes, making his
teaching authoritative. Matthew has the section located “on the mountain”
(Luke has the same teaching given down on the plain, Lk 6:17ff). Jesus
is thus presented in the light of Moses and the handing on of the Law
on Mt Sinai. It is important to associate the authority of Jesus with that
of Moses, for later on (in 23:2) Matthew will talk about the Scribes and
Pharisees as sitting on “Moses’ seat”. Another important note for Matthew
is that while the crowd had gathered around him he was joined by his
disciples and the sermon is addressed primarily to them. This is the
first time that the term “disciples” is used in Matthew and presumably
it applies to the four fishers who had left their nets and “followed him”.
The crowds too are presented in this way (4:25) as being people who
followed him from Galilee and elsewhere. This means that the crowds are
either seen as disciples or possibly future disciples.

The Sermon on the Mount goes through from 5:1 to 7:29 and it is meant
as a kind of blueprint for Christian living, setting down the broad outline
of how Christians are to see the world and their lives in that world. The
key starting point is to be found in the nature of its audience. These are
people who are searching for meaning, who have needs and hopes
and aspirations that they believe will be met and fulfilled in Jesus. The
demands expressed in the Sermon are so contrary to the ways of the
world that they can only be lived out by people who passionately desire
to live a new life and who want the gifts that the Kingdom of God offers.
What Jesus has on offer can only fill up those who are empty and satisfy
those who have needs. The disciples come to Jesus because they believe
that he teaches with authority. The crowds follow him because they need
healing and hope in their lives. The teachings in 5:1-10 paint a picture
of a different world, one that is possible if people are willing to live in a
certain way. It is not a teaching that talks about people getting to heaven,
but a programme that offers us a new way of life. If we are prepared to
“do” what Jesus demands, then life changes.

Tmyer Father, you have always taught your people the way you
want them to live and in the Sermon on the Mount Jesus
sets out for us the way of the Kingdom. Strengthen us, so
that we can follow your Son and take your blessings out to
8 others.




Tuesday June 8th Matthew 5:13-16
Following on from the Beatitudes these next instructions help us to put
the earlier verses into a proper perspective. There was a Rabbinical saying
which proclaimed that the Torah (the Law) was salt for the people. Here
Jesus is saying that it is the Gospel alive in the living witness of the
disciples which is truly the salt of the earth. The same applies to the
image of light. This is no ordinary light but is a light on a hilltop. The
reason for being on the hill is so that all people can see the light. This salt
and light comes from their life with Christ. This picks up on the mention
of the prophets in the previous verse. They were the life of God in the
midst of the people and in their ministry they brought God alive to the
people. As with the prophets, so with the disciples and all who seek to
follow Christ. The Gospel in this picture is clearly not something to be
hidden away within the community or within the individual. It is there for
the world to share, to enjoy and to come to understand. The way this is
done is through the living witness of the disciples. It is worth noting that
the salt is salt for the earth and not just for the small community of
believers or the people of Israel. Similarly with the light, it is light for the
world and not light that can be locked away and used just for those who
happen to live in the house. These are both indications that the Gospel
was meant to be used by Matthew to promote an attitude of mission to
the early communities over which he had some oversight.

Friday June 25th Matthew 8:1-4

Jesus comes down from the mountain and his teaching of the Sermon
comes to an end. Lepers were not just physically ill but in the East were
seen as people who were unclean and so separated from others in the
community. They were outcasts. Leviticus 13:45ff demands that they
be kept outside the camp. The Law could not cure. It could only limit
his ability to transfer the disease to others and expected sacrifices to be
offered if the leper was cured. This man comes to Jesus and kneels down
before him in an act of faith and he is cured. Jesus is able to take the Law
a step further. The story is placed here in Matthew because he has Jesus
urging the man to carry out the demands of the Law by offering sacrifice.
In the Sermon on the Mount Jesus was saying that he was not abolishing
the Law but fulfilling it. Note that Jesus heals by his command but he also
touches the leper, an action that should make him unclean, but because
he is the Lord, he has an authority and a presence above the Law. All of
the Law now needs to be reinterpreted in the light of Jesus.

What is interesting in these sayings is that Jesus is making two things
clear. The first is that it is the disciples who are the salt of the earth.
Jesus has carried out his mission and has now handed it on to the
disciples, and all who follow after them. The second is that they are
now both salt and light. By the way they live and by the level of their
faithfulness, Christians are speaking to the world of the Kingdom of God.
This message can be helpful or harmful to the Church, but we all give a
message in some way. If we are half-hearted or compromising, if we are
selfish and self-centred then that says something to the world. If we are
committed, happy, filled with peace and joy then that too says something.
We need to make sure that the message our lives of faith proclaim is the
one that we are called to preach.

Prayer Lord God, we are sorry for the times that we have failed to
bring your Gospel alive in the lives of other people, for the
times when we have portrayed the life of faith in a negative
way. Help us to renew your grace-life within us that we may

9 become true lights and rich salt for others.

It is hard to appreciate the life of a leper. Many of those who were
classed as lepers according to the Law, in fact, had other diseases. A
whole range of skin lesions could be classed as leprosy and lead to their
being cast out. They had to live outside the city and depended on the
charity of the townsfolk to survive. They could not even be in contact with
members of their own family or they too would become unclean. Imagine
the joy of this person when Jesus came before him and did not flee. Not
only that, he spoke with him, reached out his hand and touched him, and
then joy of joys, he cured him. One of the things that Jesus is saying by
this miracle and the next one is that the words spoken on the mountain
only make sense when they lead to love down in the valley! It is no good
Christians locking themselves away in holy places and speaking of the
wonders of the Gospel if it does not lead them to action among the poor
and needy. The leper represents not only sick people, but all people
who have needs of any kind. On the other side, there are times when we
too may feel like the leper. We are aware of our weaknesses and failings,
our sins and limitations, and wonder where we go from here. The man’s
faith and his willingness to come and express his need to Jesus were the
qualities that led to his cure and new life.

Pr. ayer | Merciful God, you are a loving Father and you desire that people

everywhere know the blessings of your Kingdom. Help us to be
ever aware of your presence in our lives and to make use of the
26 many gifts you offer us in your Church.




Thursday June 24th St John the Baptist Luke 1:57-66

With the birth of John we come to the fulfilment of the promises of God.
In it Luke continues the parallels between the birth of Jesus and that of
John. John points forward to the coming of the Messiah in the form of the
Christ child. The story is told in a way that is similar to that of the birth of
Esau and Jacob (Gen 25:25-26). According to the Law circumcision took
place on the eighth day after the birth of the child. According to the
custom they wanted to name the boy after his father. To the Jewish
audience this is important. Throughout history we see that significant
events began with the giving of a name. God revealed his name as
Yahweh (YHWH) at the beginning of the Exodus. He changed Abraham’s
name from Abram, Jacob’s name to Israel, and so on. When we come to
the New Testament we see something important in the names. Zacharias
means “God remembers his covenant”. Elizabeth means “God is the truly
faithful one”. John means “God is merciful” and of course the name Jesus
means “God saves”. Thus in the way Luke sets out his opening he
provides us with his theology: God is faithful and so we can rely on the
promises he made to Israel of old. He is merciful and seeks to bring
salvation to all peoples.

Both the Gospels of Matthew and Luke go to great lengths to show that
what is happening is happening because God said it would. He had
promised that he would send a Saviour to bring salvation to the world.
He shows his concern for his children and his determination that they
would have an opportunity to choose life and to be freed from all those
things which can crush them. In the Gospel the Baptist is important
because he points outward to Jesus and in doing so highlights the central
role of discipleship. Disciples are called to make Christ known. John had
two ways of doing this. The first was through the way he lived. He went
off into the desert, lived on locusts and honey and was truly a wild
man. It made people stop and think. The second was his life that gave
credibility to his words. No one would have listened to someone who
was nothing more than another flamboyant preacher. That is the model
his Feast offers. We have no way of being able to convince the world of
the power of the Gospel and of the great gifts of the Kingdom if they
cannot see it lived out in the way we live. Our words are a waste unless
they can see the content of our faith at work in what we do and say.

Wednesday June 9th Matthew 5:17-19
Matthew presents the mission of Jesus as being one that would replace
(and so abolish) the old Israel with a new people of God. He is also shown
as having some severe criticisms of the Law and the Prophets and of
those Scribes and Pharisees who have the task of interpreting them. But
he did not come to abolish. He was sent to fulfil the law. This word “fulfil”
has at least two meanings. It could be that he came to bring about the
prophecies that are to be found in the Old Testament. What they spoke
about come true in Jesus. But fulfil can also mean that he completes the
Law’s original purpose. In this way he teaches a way of righteousness that
exceeds that of the Scribes and Pharisees. Verse 18 is one of the hardest
verses in the Greek New Testament! It may mean that the Law is binding
until the end of time. Alternatively it could mean that the Law was to
stand until it was fulfilled in Jesus and thus it would no longer be binding
on Christians. Verse 19 is not much better. What are the commandments
about which he is talking? Are they the commandments of the Old
Testament or the commands of Jesus which we are to follow? As Matthew
was writing to a community of Jewish Christians it is probably the former
that he had in mind. However, what follows as the “commandments” of
Jesus are to be seen as directing them in the proper interpretation of
those laws handed down to Moses on Mt Sinai.

This whole section is about righteousness. The righteousness of the
disciples is to exceed that of the Pharisees. What Jesus has in mind is
that faithfulness is never about the observance of laws. It is about living
in a close relationship with God. Discipleship can never be a matter of
not breaking laws. It has a positive drive. Disciples are those people
who are living in a certain way, a way that is spelt out by Jesus in the
Sermon. This is how the Law is fulfilled. The Pharisees concentrated
on not breaking even the most minute demand of the Law and yet they
failed to love. It was for this reason that they faced the challenge and
condemnation of Jesus. This is the purpose of the Law. God wants us
to be his people, to follow him along the way to a land of Peace that
overflows with milk and honey and to allow him to care for us along the
way. The Law was given to make that possible. It is now Jesus who is the
Way to this Kingdom of Peace and our calling is to build our lives around
him.

Pr. ayer |Ever faithful God, we thank you for your faithfulness and that
you make your love for us known in our lives. Help us to respond
25 faithfully by putting into action all that we profess.

:Prayer Loving Lord, we thank you for revealing yourself to us and for

teaching us the way that you want us to be living. We pray
10 that we may be able to live out daily the faith we profess.




Thursday June 10th Matthew 5:20-26
This section is to be read with verse 48 in mind: “You must therefore be
perfect as your heavenly Father is perfect”. It opens with the powerful
statement that the righteousness of the disciples needs to be deeper than
that of the Scribes and Pharisees or “you will never get into the Kingdom
of Heaven”. What is spelt out now as righteousness has become a
condition of entry into the Kingdom. What follows are six antitheses
which are set out in the same form: “You have heard it said... But I say
to you...”, and which cover the areas of anger, lust, oaths, retaliation
and love. He begins with the commandment You shall not ill. For Jesus,
anger is to killing as thought is to a deed and it has two sides. Disciples
are not to be angry with other people but they are also to do what is
needed to take away the anger that others may wish to display towards
them or to others (making disciples peacemakers as in 5:9). Killing will
bring judgement and condemnation. When Jesus says “but I say to you”
he is introducing two contrasts: himself and Moses and the old Israel
with the new Israel (the Church). There are two sins that are equated
with murder: anger and insulting another person. Both of these will
bring punishment but the sin of insulting another is deemed worthy of
hell fire!

Wednesday June 23rd Matthew 7:15-20
This section flows on from the warning about the narrow and wide roads
(vs 13-14). There are false prophets who will entice the disciple to take
the wide road because it appears to be the easy way and is attractive.
There are many around who offer themselves as guides to the fruits that
lie at the end of the road but in fact are leading to destruction. They
appear to be sheep, and so are proclaiming what they profess to be
the Gospel message. The early Church suffered at the hands of false
prophets, and in the teachings of Jesus he warned the disciples that as
the last day came closer there would be false prophets abounding. These
prophets charmed the public by their utterances and shows of piety, but
underneath were pursuing their own agendas. John in his letter (1 John
2:10) says that you can tell a false prophet from a true prophet by seeing
whether or not they love. Jesus says here that you can tell them by their
fruit. It is by “doing” that they can be judged. False sheep will not display
the works of the Gospel in their lives. True shepherds will show the marks
of the Gospel in what they do and what they say.

This short passage shows the power of the teaching of Jesus and
the depth of the demands of discipleship. Murder might bring a swift
condemnation in a court of law but insulting another person brings the
guilty person to punishment in hell fire. So central is the command to love
that even the slightest of breaches is to be considered a serious failing.
When we read a little further Jesus builds on this and places a major
emphasis on the process of reconciliation. The primary responsibility of
a disciple is to find a way of healing breaches in their relationships rather
than seeking judgement and punishment. In fact it is more important than
worship. There is no point in coming to God in prayer and worship if
we have an unresolved problem with another person. God is simply not
interested in our prayer. What a tough demand! Most of us could find at
least one person whom we have hurt in word or deed or by some failure
to reach out in love. Before we next approach God in prayer we need to
do something about healing that sin.

There is an underlying toughness in this short passage. The presumption
all the way through it is that disciples are expected to bear fruit. If they
are good trees (faithful Christians) then they will “"do” Gospel things. If
they are not faithful Christians (bad trees) then their lives will not reflect
the peace and blessings about which Jesus spoke. That is bad enough
but it is in verse 19 that we find the final blow. The warning is that for
those who profess the Gospel, but who fail to live out in their lives the
demands of Jesus, there is to be a “cutting down” and a “throwing into
the fire”. It is again the theme of “no half measures”. Disciples have
to choose between living the Gospel or not living the teachings of
Jesus. They cannot pick and choose what is convenient, comfortable
and acceptable and ignore the rest. That can all sound very daunting.
However, in the setting of the Sermon, it comes with the promise that
those who struggle to live an authentic Gospel life will find that it is the
grace of God in their lives that makes it possible for them to persevere
and witness faithfully. A personal spiritual life and relationship with God
makes all things possible, but again we come back to the question of
choice. We have to decide.

iPmyer Merciful Father, time and time again you call us out of our
sinful ways and offer us your healing and your love. As we are
forgiven and offered a chance of new life, help us to reach out
11 in love to those who have sinned against us.

Pr ayer | Father in heaven, we confess that there have been times when

our lives of faith have not given witness to your love and care
for all people, and for this we seek your forgiveness. Strengthen
24 us, that we may bear your fruit in the world.




Tuesday June 22nd Matthew 7:6-14

For the Jews “swine” and “dogs” were terms that were used to symbolize
the Gentiles and foreigners. “Pearls” were symbols of religious truth.
Not giving dogs what is holy refers to the meat that was sacrificed in
the Temple. The interpretation is difficult and it probably stood as an
independent saying in a different context. In the East dogs were seen
as the scavengers that wandered around the towns eating refuse and
unclean things. They were happy with whatever they could pick up in the
streets. Pigs were simply disgusting and not only is it a waste giving them
good and precious things, such objects would be abused by them if they
could get hold of them. It possibly reflects the situation of the Jewish-
Christian Church to which Matthew was preaching and the whole question
of the place of Gentiles in the faith community. If we go down to verse
13 we see that Jesus is setting out the possibility of there being a “way”
to salvation. The way is set out by Jesus throughout the whole of the
Sermon. But by putting it in here he links us back to the theme of his
disciples needing to choose between options. They are to love (without
any restrictions) and to pray constantly, thus acknowledging God as their
Lord and Master in all that happens in their lives.

Friday June 11th St Barnabas Matthew 10:7-13
The Gospels present the ministry of Jesus, in part, as a conflict with the
powers of darkness. This is why Jesus begins his ministry with the story of
the binding of Satan (Mk 3:27) and here in the sending out of the Twelve
we see they are given authority to cast out these demons. The authority
to heal comes as a concrete example of what the end of the power of
Satan means in people’s lives. They are to go out and “proclaim” the Good
News about the Kingdom. This is to go hand in hand with the practical
curing of the sick. Words and actions must go together in the Kingdom of
God. Like Jesus they will perform extraordinary deeds, cleansing lepers
and raising the dead and casting out the demons. These are all signs
of the coming of the Kingdom of God. They are to travel lightly in their
ministry. This presents them as people who have a long way to travel over
a short period of time. They are to live in the way that was spelt out in
the Sermon on the Mount for it is in living that way that allows God to
take over the mission. The presumption was that this community would
be a group who would be a “going out” group (v 7).

This is a notoriously difficult passage to interpret. If we look at it in its
setting in the Gospel it could be that the real concern of Jesus was that
disciples live out their faith. Casting pearls before swine could mean
that they should not be calling themselves Christians but living in a way
that is contrary to the Gospel. If they do this then they will find lots of
people around (dogs and swine) who will rejoice in the chance to tear the
Church to pieces. The world loves to attack with contempt what it sees
as hypocritical. If we claim to be followers of Christ and fail in our call to
love, to welcome, to be peacemakers and healers; if we also fail to have
communities where these gifts are obvious, then the whole of the Church
suffers. When we go to Church on Sunday and come out and gossip or
ignore someone with whom we have fallen out, or neglect the needy in
our community, then we are casting our pearls (gifts of faith) before the
swine (those who are opposed to the Gospel). This makes it a very tough
and demanding Gospel and reminds all of us as baptized believers of our
very real responsibility to take seriously the demands of Christ in the
Gospel.

What marks these missionaries out from others is that they are heading
out poorly equipped for what lies ahead of them. Normally we would sit
down and think about the kinds of things we may have to face some
time in the future and put into our pack the resources that we will need
to tackle those problems. We like to plan for all possible contingencies.
But that is not the way of the disciple. What Jesus wants them to do is
to go out and trust in God to care for them. They need to trust that God
will provide them with food, with shelter, with clothing and with whatever
else is required. We can all think of a thousand reasons why we should
not take a certain course of action in the Church and why we are ill-
equipped to take up the challenges of discipleship. For Jesus they carry
no weight. In our story we see that he deliberately strips the disciples
of all that might make them think that they could rely on their own
resources and made them dependant only on God. They then have no
choice but to turn to him each and every step along the way. And so
he reassures us. Each of us has a mission to undertake and each of us is
in need of the graces of God to fulfil the tasks we are given. He is our
guarantee.

:Prayer Loving Father, we thank you for the gift of faith given to
us through your love. Strengthen us through your Word and
23 Sacraments that we may faithfully live out all that we profess.

Pr ayer Father, we thank you for the faithful witness of the disciples

who took the message of your Son out to the nations. As we
seek to live out the calls you have given us at our baptism,
12 may we learn to trust in your promise of care and shelter.




Saturday June 12th Matthew 5:33-37
Disciples are to be men and women of truth. The demand that “You shall
not swear falsely” is not an exact quotation from the Old Testament. The
third commandment requires that “You shall not take the name of the
Lord your God in vain” (and Leviticus 19:12 — You shall not swear by my
name falsely). The disciples are not to swear at all because the things that
they might swear by all belong to God and to swear by them is to swear
by God. Here we are close to the core issue which is about honesty. The
Pharisees and Jewish interpreters of Scripture had all kinds of levels of
meaning in interpretation of the binding nature of some of their swearing.
It allowed them to say “yes” but mean “no” or to say “yes” but mean
only a qualified “yes”. Jesus is telling his disciples that they are to say
“yes” and mean it. The Jews would avoid swearing by the Divine name
but would use all kinds of other words that meant the same thing: the
Temple, Jerusalem, the throne of God. They were therefore, in Jesus’
terms, saying one thing but doing another and this was not to be the
way of discipleship.

There is a line in the Revelation of John where God says that if the
followers of the Gospel are neither hot nor cold then he will vomit them
out of his mouth! Tough and unpleasant words but something of what
Jesus is talking about here. There was, in his eyes, a difference between
the faith professed by the Pharisees and the life they were living. They
have to be honest. Discipleship is all about living out the Gospel message
in such a way that the love of God and the salvation he offers is visible in
our daily life. At baptism we all make a faith commitment but the question
Jesus asks from the hillside is this: Is there enough evidence in our daily
lives to show that we are disciples? To know the answer to this we need
to read through the whole of the Sermon and see what things Jesus
demands. Are we dependant on God for our peace and life? Are we
gentle? Are we hungry and thirsty for righteousness? Are we pure in
heart? Do we show mercy? Do we go out to make peace and heal hurt
and wrong? And later on he will ask: Do we pray? Honour? Love? Forgive?
Trust? Obey? Avoid judging? And more. Discipleship is a gift that is to be
lived out in action and shows itself clearly in how we live. That is what
Jesus is asking for here: Honesty in our faith as we seek to live what we
profess.

’Prayer Father in heaven, we place ourselves and our lives in your hands
and ask that you strengthen us with your grace so that we can
13 show to the world your love for all your children.

Monday June 21st Matthew 7:1-6

We continue with our reflections on the Sermon on the Mount. Jesus says
that disciples are not to judge others and what he has in mind is not
just the legal judgement, but the assessment of people in general. There
is @ Rabbinic saying that warns “in the pot in which they cooked others
they will be cooked themselves”. This leads into the next statement that
presumes that all people have “planks” in their eyes and the focus of their
attention should be on the removal of the planks rather than worrying
about the “specks” in the eyes of others. The focus of discipleship should
be on the personal pursuit of perfection rather than the presumption
of perfection in self. Again, this saying is found in various forms in the
writings of the Rabbis. The holy things given to dogs refers to the meat
that is offered in sacrifice in the Temple. Not only is it inappropriate but
the person giving the food to the animals runs the very real risk of being
torn apart by the starving dogs. This saying was used later on in the
Church to keep the unbaptized from receiving Communion and similar
sayings were used by the Rabbinic writers to keep the Law from Gentiles.

Verse six is a provocative statement in whatever way we view it. If we
take the meat and the pearls to be the Good News of the Kingdom of
God, the pearls of our faith and the offerings of our religion, and hold
them up for ridicule before the unbelieving world, then we will be “torn
apart”. We see this in much of the modern attitude towards the Church.
Far too many Christians live comfortable and lukewarm Gospel lives. We
go to Church when it is convenient, water down the moral and ethical
demands of the Gospel, dispute and fight among ourselves, spend more
time worrying about the politics and internal workings of the Church and
not enough time reaching out to the poor and needy in the world around
us and then have the audacity to try and tell the world that they need the
Gospel of Jesus Christ. They look at the way we live out the teachings of
Jesus (they are supposed to be our pearls and meat) and they ridicule us
and are hostile towards us. When we are not faithful we treat the precious
gift of faith with contempt. Jesus says that if we are not hot (or cold) then
he will vomit us out of his mouth! (Revelation 3:16). Faith is a gift and we
have a serious obligation, taken up at our baptism and confirmation, and
renewed each year at Easter, to live out the Gospel as Jesus insists. It is a
tough demand for it insists that discipleship makes daily demands on us.

Pr. ayer Loving Father, we thank you for the gift of faith and for the life
we have in the community of believers. Strengthen us with your
22 Spirit that we may witness to your love for all peoples.




Sunday June 20th Luke 9:18-24

Fr Peter Yeats
This passage marks one of the most crucial moments in the ministry of
Jesus — the point when he turns his face to Jerusalem, to death. As his
mind turns to this, he must have wondered what it was that he would
leave behind; was there anyone who was able to recognise him for who
he was? All that had been done before, the miracles, the teachings — it
had all been as signs of the breaking in of the Kingdom of God, and what
was to come next would bring it on! So, he wanted to know if anyone else
understood. He starts by asking what other people say of him — and gets
the obvious rumours and gossip; that he is one of the prophets. The
‘crowds’ like his teachings, they like his magic tricks, but they cannot take
it the next step. So, Jesus asks his disciples who they think he is. They
have been with him all this time; they have had a deeper insight into his
thoughts and actions. It is Peter who answers — Peter, who often says
things without thinking about what it is that he is saying. He declares that
Jesus is the Messiah — one of the most startling and crucial of observations
— because of the consequences, which Peter does not seem to have
thought about! Peter holds on to a traditional view of the Messiah — the
one who will lead God'’s chosen people to victory against their enemies. He
has the words right, but he puts the meaning /e wants onto them. Jesus
has to explain the reality — that his will be no political victory, indeed it will
look like defeat — but the affect will be much more far-reaching than Peter
can imagine. He then adds a warning about being a follower — that it in
turn will involve suffering. These are probably not words that Peter would
want to hear and, indeed, it seems that they don't sink in.

We need to ask ourselves whether we have our own ideas about God
and Jesus, and we look to these rather than trying to seek the true divine.
So often we create God in our own image, hearing only what we want
to hear, and trying to follow a God who agrees with us. But we are also
warned in this passage that acceptance of Jesus as the Christ, as Lord
and Saviour will have profound consequences on our lives. They are not
just words. And as with the disciples, it is a decision we have to make, as
to who we think Jesus is. It is a question that continually confronts us, as
we read Scripture and as we meet Christ in our lives. It is not about what
others have said, or what we have heard about Jesus; the question is,
“Who is Jesus for me?”.

:Prayer Father, help us to know you as you really are, not as we think
that you ought to be. Give us the strength to follow you, and
21 go wherever you lead, however hard that might be.

Sunday June 13th Luke 7:36-8:3

Fr Robert Newton
If there was anything Jesus despised, it was stinginess, especially the
holding back of oneself. If there was anything he admired, it was the
extravagance of love. There are really only two ways to live. You can live
as if this is the last drop, and there won't be any more; or you can live as
if there is more where this came from. We can live out of scarcity, or we
can live out of abundance. This story asks us to consider whether the
cup of life is half empty or half full. The Pharisee views life as basically
in limited supply. The woman, on the other hand, is a living example of
the extravagance of love. We see in her the extent to which love will go,
given the right circumstances. Underneath it all, the Pharisee is really very
stingy. He has gone to great lengths to cover it up. Even to the extent of
throwing a banquet for a travelling Rabbi named Jesus. The Pharisee
invites Jesus to his home for dinner.

If the Pharisee really wanted Jesus to be there because he wanted to
learn more about what Jesus had to say, he would have observed the
customary marks of hospitality and good manners current at the time.
He would have washed Jesus’ feet, given him a kiss when he arrived,
and anointed his head with oil or perfume. But the Pharisee has other
things on his mind. He's not interested in Jesus. He's only interested in
the praise he will receive from his other guests as they congratulate him
on opening his home to them so that they can get to know the travelling
celebrity better. If the Pharisee failed by what he did not do, this woman
excelled in what she did. Jesus pointed out the difference by telling a
little story about two debtors. If that were not enough, Jesus does not
stop with this. He seizes the opportunity to apply the lesson in light of
what the woman has done in their presence. He says, "Do you see this
woman? I entered your house; you gave me no water for my feet; but
she has bathed my feet with tears and dried them with her hair...".
“Therefore I tell you, her sins, which were many, have been forgiven;
hence she has shown great love. But the one to whom little is forgiven,
loves little”. Then he said to her, “Your sins are forgiven”. The Pharisee
makes no response, however the other guests began to ask among
themselves a question. “"Who is this who even forgives sins?” If these
guests weren't ready to answer that question with their words, there was
one in their midst who had already answered it by her actions.

:Prayer Loving Lord, we pray that your only Son’s example of
forgiveness may be at the heart of our relationships with
14 others.




Monday June 14th Matthew 5:38-42
Jewish law placed an emphasis on the punishment fitting the crime. When
a person brought a complaint to the courts an element of the justice
handed out would include some kind of retribution. What we have in the
teaching of Jesus is a radical reversal of this position. Not only are they to
not seek punishment but are to accept the wrongs that may be done to
them. When he is speaking about being struck on the right cheek it means
that you are being hit with the back of your opponent’s hand and so the
offence is more of the nature of an insult than a physical abuse. When
they are asked to “go one mile, go two miles with him” Jesus is talking

about the use of time and about being available. Discipleship is not about
what is convenient at any one time, it is about what is needed to "“lift up”

those who are crushed and about the easing of burdens of those who are

weighed down (cf Heb 10:34). This is reaching into the original intent of

the Law. It was given by God to Moses so that the people would be able

to live in the Promised Land and know his love and blessing. Over time it

had become a set of codes that had to be endured and which ended up
isolating people from God's love.

It is important to understand that the difficulty of this teaching comes
not so much from being asked to avoid all violent resistance to physical
attacks, the real problem is that we are being asked to accept humiliation
for the sake of the Gospel. Even when we are in the right we need to be
prepared to be take a step back and accept the abuse of others so that
they may know the love of God and be forced to come face to face with
a different view of the world and what gives us value in the world. In
a world that is filled with a concept of “my rights” this is a most timely

position and “my” power, we should be allowing others to know what it
is to be loved. This all depends on the disciple being able to see and to
accept that their real value lies in their acceptance by God. It does not
matter what the world thinks or feels. What matters is God’s love and if I
have that then I can easily step back from conflicts and petty squabbles
for the sake of the other person’s eternal salvation. Instead of being an
occasion of sin for them, by not stirring them up to acts of anger, jealousy
and violence we are instead giving them opportunities to know God’s love.
That is a tough ask.

Saturday June 19th Matthew 6:24-34
You cannot serve both God and Mammon (the word means wealth,
possessions and is much more than just money). The word also means
“hidden” and so refers to the “hidden treasures” in the prior section.
The meaning of verse 24 is powerfully clear, the people have to make a
choice. There can only be one master and for the disciple that master has
to be God. It is not that these earthly things are evil in themselves. Jesus
here is concerned about the matter of choices that a person has to make.
It is in this context that the remaining section of chapter 6 is preached.
For the poor of Jesus’ time, much time and effort went into the process of
finding things to eat and drink. Clearly such efforts were necessary just to
survive, but the problem was that for a disciple it could overshadow the
demands of the Kingdom. They cannot trust in God because they are busy
making sure they have all the things of life that they think they need. For
Jesus, God is the Creator and Ruler of the universe, including the birds of
the air and the lilies of the field and they get on with their lives leaving
their care to him. That is how Jesus sees the life of a disciple. They are
to live with a spirit of confidence and trust that the God who called them
would care for them. This meaning comes out in verse 34 where he tells
them not to let their hearts be “troubled”. Once they become anxious they
are displaying a lack of trust.

message of Jesus. Instead of seeking opportunities for advancing “my”

This is an enormous ask by Jesus on all its levels of meaning. It is tough
to trust in God when things are not going so well. It is also easy to forget
the place of God when things are going very well. Both of these are not
the way of discipleship. Trusting God does not mean that we do not have
to do the work. It means getting on with life and discipleship, whatever
the circumstances, and trusting that God will bring all things to his end,
in his way and at his time. If time is taken to sort out our lives and to
get everything organized before we reach out to God then the spiritual
will inevitably get moved to one side. Jesus is also telling us that we need
to learn to measure things that happen to us, and that go on in the world
around us, from a heavenly perspective. That is the only perspective that
will last. The worries and anxieties and cares that we had last year have
mostly gone but God continues on. That is what Jesus is reminding us in
the Gospel.

:Prayer Merciful Lord, we thank you for loving us despite our sinfulness
and our constant failures in discipleship. Strengthened by your
15 loving mercy may we in turn show love and mercy to others.

Pr ayer | Merciful Father, we thank you for caring for all your creatures

and for sending us your Son Jesus Christ so that we can be
reassured of your love. In all that happens to us may we be
20 filled with trust and gratitude.




Friday June 18th Matthew 6:19-23
We now come to the conclusion of the section which began in 6:1.
Interestingly Jesus is talking to Galilean peasants but he is talking about
the dangers of wealth. Clearly wealth is a difficulty for a disciple if the
pursuit of it becomes a goal in his life. The poor man is not to seek to
store up treasures for himself and Jesus uses some powerful images.
A poor man’s wealth in the East could well have been his best clothes
and the moths loved to eat them making the collecting of them futile.
Alternatively the thieves can break in (the actual Greek word is “dig”
because the houses were made of mud and wattle and the way to break
in was to dig through the walls). Jewish spirituality understood the idea
of storing up treasures in heaven and would have responded well to this
concept. Jesus does not condemn wealth or the accumulation of wealth.
The point here is what the storing up of earthly treasures might do to
a person’s life. There is always the danger that they will be tempted to
continue to seek ways of adding to the pile or that they will spend much
of their time defending their possessions and protecting what they had.
In the words of Jesus ‘treasures’ steal a man’s soul. The people of the
East believed that the eye was the window through which light entered
the body. So it was that spiritual light came in through the eye. In the
Jewish idiom “a good eye” is a way of speaking about a generous person.

Tuesday June 15th Matthew 5:43-48
In Leviticus 19:18 we are told that the Law demands that the people love
their neighbours and defines neighbours as fellow Israelites. Now, there is
to be no distinction between Israelite and Gentile. To love means to seek
out what is good for anyone who is in need. They are not to discriminate
in their love. The model they have for this is God himself. He pours down
rain because the world needs rain. That rain goes to the saints as well as
to the sinners because God looks at needs and not what people deserve.
That is in turn the call of discipleship. Disciples are to love as God loves
and not to love just those whom they feel are worthy of their love. The
disciple is to live and love as God deals with his creatures whom he loves.
The Old Testament does define neighbours in a narrow way that limits
love to fellow Israelites but nowhere does it say they are to hate the
Gentiles. It is only in the Dead Sea scrolls and other works outside the
Bible that these sentiments are to be found. The key to the interpretation
of this whole section (chapters 5-7) is to be found in verse 48. Disciples
are to be perfect as God is perfect.

What Jesus seems to be saying is that a lack of generosity in sharing with
others is a hindrance to spiritual growth. As the light of Christ is blocked
out more and more so darkness takes over a person’s life. This is a real
challenge to discipleship. It was clearly easier for disciples to be primarily
concerned with their own lives and their own needs and to ignore the
needs of others. When their treasures are here on earth they have to be
protected. The radical demand of Jesus is for disciples to see that their
real treasures were in heaven and it is the pursuit of these treasures that
should occupy the efforts of the disciples and that the blessings of these
treasures will flow to the disciples here on earth. The other real danger is
that earthly treasures become excuses for not having time and resources
available for the demands of the Kingdom and the family of God: “I'm
too busy” is making a major treasure of something that should be shared
among other priorities. All I have is on loan from my Heavenly Father for
his Kingdom.

The perfection demanded by Jesus in his Sermon is not something that
they can live out on their own. The perfection is possible only when they
are living the way of the Sermon on the Mount. When they live that
way they are allowing God to take over their lives. The self is put to
one side and the demands of the Kingdom of God are given priority.
This perfection is something that God does to them. It is in and through
their union with God, through their life in the Kingdom of God, that
perfection shines out in their lives. It is not a badge but a way of living.
The Pharisees saw perfection as the living out of the demands of the
Law and when they managed that then they would hold their heads up
high and be proud of their achievements. Perfection for the disciple is
something that God brings about in us if we allow him. When we move
into the rest of the Sermon we shall see that the way to allow God to
move into the centre of our lives will be through a spirit of sacrifice and of
prayer. Jesus himself is the model here. His response to the needs of the
poor and suffering, to those who persecuted him and put him to death, is
the way we are to live. Living in that way is perfection. How is it possible
when we are so weak? Only through our intimate union with/in him.

:Prayer Loving Father, in your generosity you created the earth and
filled it with all kinds of good things so that our lives would be
19 blessed. May we share the resources of the world with others.

Tmyer Loving God, we thank you for your many gifts to us and are

aware of our unworthiness. We ask that you bless us with your
life and light so that we can reveal to the world your love for
16 all people and your call to repent and to believe in you.




Matthew 6:1-6, 16-18

Fr Robert Newton
Whenever I happen to be in a conversation with someone about why they
don't go to church, it seems like the reason that they almost always give
is that they can't stand all the hypocrites. I don't take this personally —
they aren't saying that a// churchgoers are hypocrites — just that there
are usually too many hypocrites for their liking. I guess their reaction is
understandable. Who woul/d want to go to a church filled with people
who don't practice what they preach? That would, at the very least, be
disconcerting. Maybe they've been frustrated by the discrepancy between
friendly relations on Sunday mornings and the kinds of tensions and
outbursts that can happen at parish council meetings. Or maybe they
simply think there isn't enough of a match between how people behave
in church and how they behave during the rest of the week in their daily
lives. When I began to hear these comments, my first instinct was to
come to the defence of the Church. “Hey, it's not really like that, at least
not where I worship!” But as time passed, and I heard the complaint
again and again, my attitude began to change. I began to think that
even if the complaint is true, maybe we shouldn’t be so surprised if not
everyone’s a saint around here! After all, isn't the whole point that we all
fall short of the glory of God, yet we gather to seek forgiveness for those
shortcomings and inspiration to push us on toward greater faithfulness?
In other words, of course the Church is full of hypocrites — none of us
fully practice what we preach. But wouldn’t you rather be in a place where
people acknowledge that than in a place where self-righteousness goes
on unchallenged, unprocessed?

Wednesday June 16th

The great Indian spiritual and political leader, Mahatma Gandhi, observed,
“The only devils in this world are those running around in our own hearts,
and that is where all our battles should be fought”. Sobering, but not
discouraging. At least we have the proper focus. In view of this, doesn't
it seem appropriate to give the hypocrites in the Church the benefit of
the doubt? None of us are saints, and it just may be that what looks like
hypocrisy on the outside may actually be some Christian reconstruction
on the inside. You never know. To keep people from getting disillusioned
about all the hypocrites in the Church, maybe we'd better proclaim at
every opportunity, “Beware: hypocrites on premises”. And that Jesus is
present as well.

Pr ayer | Heavenly Father, let us ever be mindful of what we live and what
we proclaim. May we learn and strive to follow the example of
17 your Son so that the life of your Gospel is seen in our hearts.

Thursday June 17th Matthew 6:7-15
This prayer is found in Luke in a different form and a different setting
and is taught in response to a request by the disciples (Lk 11:1-4). All
Jewish prayer began in the same way by offering praise to God and here
it is done with the simple address “Our Father”. When he says “Your name
be made holy” he probably has in mind the words of Amos “to profane my
holy name” (Am 2:7). Israel had profaned the name of God by doing all
kinds of perverse and evil things under his name and so his name was
ridiculed by the nations. Israel was to live in such a way that the nations
would give respect and praise to God and accept him as the supreme
God. This is what Matthew has in mind here. When Jesus prays “may
your kingdom come” he is using a form of Aramaic that says “make your
name be held in reverence” (see Ezek 36:23). This is the day toward
which the people of Israel were looking, when God would set up his
Kingdom. “Give us this day...” probably takes us back to the Exodus story
when God provided Israel with food for their journey to the Promised
Land. They could only collect enough manna for the next day. Sin was
seen as a debt. If the people sinned against God they were in debt to
God as they set about sorting out the consequences of their sin. The
same applied to sins against other people.

The whole of the Our Father places the person praying in the attitude
that is necessary for discipleship. God is the initiator and the individual
is the person who receives. We begin by acknowledging God as almighty,
on whom the Kingdom depends. We are unable to do anything about
our salvation beyond responding to an invitation by God. We pray that
God will take action in our lives, inviting him to “do something” so that
we might know his kingly power. That of course depends on us living
in a particular way and shaping our lives to give him room to move. This
prayer is impossible to pray honestly while we continue to live as if we
were in charge of all that happened in our lives. Placed in the setting
of the Sermon on the Mount, Matthew makes it clear that the only way
for the Our Father to come alive is by living out all the other teachings
as well. It is a two way thing. We pray so that we may be able to live
out the demands and it is only by living out the demands that we are
able to pray. The whole of our life is caught up in this spiritual programme
and both are necessary to be fully alive in the faith.

:Prayer All-powerful God, we are weak and often fail to live up to the
expectations you have of us. Guide us with your Spirit that we
18 may do what your Son demands and so live in your Kingdom.




