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Sunday 22nd October 2017
If, some day when I am feeling brave and in a mood of ‘let’s try this before I die’, I could whistle up a time machine, and the chance to travel in it (while of course staying safe, comfortable and invisible) - where would I go?

Where would you go?

A month with St Francis and St Clare in Assisi?

The chance to scrub floors for Florence Nightingale in the Crimea?
A week looking over Shakespeare’s shoulder, as he writes his plays and rehearses his actors?

A year with St Margaret of Scotland, building Dunfermline Abbey?

Or, perhaps, to watch my mother and father, as they met, worked together and fell in love, a few years after the end of the Second World War; a time evoked briefly but movingly, in the letters written to each other over the year of their engagement.
But one incredibly strong candidate would be the chance to travel through the 50 years or so after the life, death and resurrection of Jesus.  And (because my time travel machine would be extra-special), simultaneously to be a fly on the wall, a watcher over the shoulder
An invisible presence, amongst all the communities that came into being
as the story of Jesus and the belief in His Resurrection spread through the Middle East, 

- taken up by the Jews and Gentiles of Antioch, Ephesus, Galatia, Corinth, and as in the Epistle set for this Sunday, Thessalonika.  

And to watch the evolution of the four books we call the Gospels of Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.  
Books which started off as stories told orally about Jesus, and which I would watch being slowly committed to writing, somewhere around the years 60 to 100 AD. 
What a wonderful, fascinating, intellectual, literary, social and religious experience that would be!
Or would it?

No. 

My time travel journey would take me through battles, brokenness, frustration and heartbreak, death and suffering; as well as joy, companionship, heroism and devotion to the person now being known as Jesus, the Christ.  
I would watch through these decades as a division took place. One of the most important and perhaps tragic divisions in history.
I would hear about a disaster, as the news filtered through, perhaps to the city of Antioch, where we think Matthew’s gospel may have been written.
The news that the temple in Jerusalem is no more

The Romans have destroyed it.  

In our reading from Matthew this morning, a story which appears in all 3 gospels, in almost identical words, we hear about a coin with the head of Caesar.  Perhaps, like me, you have some old coins hidden away - I looked out a few yesterday

What did we put on our coins?  
Once, there was Britannia, here on an old penny with Edward VII on the other side.
Then, national symbols like the thistle, the rose, the leek, the harp.   

From my time machine, after that disaster in Jerusalem, I might have seen people looking at a coin that has the picture on it of a weeping woman

And the words, ‘Judea capta’.  Captured Judea.  The mass media of Roman coinage. 
I watch as the community around Matthew struggles to cope with the beginnings of a tragic division, the eventual parting of the ways between the emerging Jewish-and Gentile Christian churches and the remaining Jewish communities.  That is a parting which has untold consequences of suffering for the Jews.  The original family people of Jesus. 
Both groups at that time, convinced they were holding to the faith of their fathers and mothers, a parting of former brothers and sisters, friends and family.
And because Jesus was a Jew, I can’t but wonder again and again – was this what he had in mind in his ministry?   
Did he ever intend that the people he grew up with, the Jewish farmers and peasants, rabbis and carpenters, the Marys and Marthas and Joannas, would have to choose between him and the religion they had practised and kept alive for centuries?
Or was it inevitable that as Gentiles became part of the new ‘ecclesia’, a break would happen?  Though perhaps not that way?
Well, it is a question that could bear many sermons. Not this one, perhaps.  

We can never know for certain.  But it is a question that ought to stay in our minds whenever we read the New Testament.
This story is an encounter, one of many in Matthew’s Gospel, between Jesus and the Pharisees, a group which have suffered a bad press ever since the Bible came to be.  If in my imaginary time machine, I spent time with the Pharisees, I think I’d find many godly men as I moved amongst them, my time travel magic enabling me to look like a man.  But that would be another sermon.  
I look over the various shoulders as their owners put together Matthew’s gospel from the stories and notes and memories kept alive over the decades.  Matthew and other leaders – perhaps in the city of Antioch – are facing very painful situations, day by day.  They hope for the return of Jesus, but by this time, it’s clear that won’t happen soon. 
‘How do I help my community?’  this gospel writer, and others, are asking.   

‘How do I help the Jewish Christians to hold fast to our faith, 
and yet be confident that they are not betraying the faith of their fathers and mothers?  And yet, keep the Greeks, the Gentiles, with us too, in our ecclesia, because the good news is for all people and they too are being persecuted?’
I overhear him muttering, ‘I wish that man Paul would send us the kind of letter he writes to those people in Thessalonika, telling them how wonderful they are!
They don’t have a 20,000 strong Roman garrison, which is taking most of our food, and labour, and property.’  Matthew’s trying to work out how to keep within the law and yet keep their resurrection faith.  And this story he’s recording does not have Jesus giving an easy answer. 

He challenges his interrogator to read the coin in his hand, with an idolatrous inscription on it, ‘Tiberius, son of the divine Augustus, great High Priest. ‘ 

and gives an instruction that’s echoed in our history ever since.  Law or conscience?  Civil obedience or civil disobedience against an unjust law?  

To whom do we truly belong, in whose image are we made? The emperor whose head is on the coin?  Or something much bigger and holier?
One of the most moving films I have ever seen was Sophie Scholl: The Final Days.

It’s a true story.  A young German student and her brother, part of a movement called ‘The White Rose’, distribute anti-Nazi leaflets around Munich University in 1943. Both are arrested.  
Mostly alone and unaided, Sophie is interrogated and imprisoned.  She’s tried in court, and since she has clearly broken the law, she is found guilty and guillotined.   It all happens in less than a week.  

Just before she dies, her father tells her, ‘You did the right thing. I’m proud of you’.

One review says, ‘‘The police and the court are shown to follow the law, and in the law resides either good or evil, depending on what the law says and how it is enforced. That is why it is crucial that a constitution guarantees rights and freedoms, and why it is dangerous for any government to ignore it. There should be no higher priority.’
Sadly, they didn’t have that in Matthew’s day, nor today in many countries.   

Whatever regime you are living in, Jesus suggests, the enduring question is, 
‘Who do I truly belong to?’   
I am not a heroic person.  Only once have I been faced by the police, in a public square, when taking part in a demonstration.  

And even the Pharisees deserve our sympathy.  They were divided about whether to keep pure and clean, or collaborate with the occupying power.  As I think about my own world again, I ask myself how often I give thanks that I pay tax.  

Yet it allows us to share blessings and pain – education, and healthcare and emergency services.  There is something deeply civilised about this sharing.
 

My time machine has a bit more power left in it.  

It fast-tracks me back to the time of the Crucifixion – I watch as the body of Jesus is taken down from the cross.  There’s not a disciple in sight – or at least no men.  Some women are staunchly keeping vigil, but they have no authority to receive the body.  It looks like it’s destined for the rubbish heap.  
But no – a richly dressed Pharisee comes forward, with another in tow, and asks for the bloodstained corpse.  ‘I wish to take the body for burial’, he says.  
‘And I have a tomb ready for him – my own’, says the second one.  

Render to Caesar’s that which is Caesar’s.  
But here, they render to God, that which is God’s.    

A few moments of music for reflection.  It’s an arrangement of the Shaker song, Simple Gifts. 

'Tis the gift to be simple, 'tis the gift to be free

'Tis the gift to come down where we ought to be,

And when we find ourselves in the place just right,

'Twill be in the valley of love and delight.

When true simplicity is gained,

To bow and to bend we shan't be ashamed,

To turn, turn will be our delight,

Till by turning, turning we come 'round right.

Amen. 
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