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In 2011 we will be reading quite often from Matthew's gospel
My favourite writer on this gospel (Warren Carter) says this:

“Matthew’s gospel is a counter narrative . . 
(Everyone lives by a script/narrative/story: today’s is success, achievement, busyness, significance, importance, consuming and owning)
 . . It is the work of resistance . . . for a minority community of disciples committed to Jesus,  . .  The gospel shapes their identity and lifestyle as an alternative community.  It strengthens this community to resist the dominant Roman control and the control of the synagogue.”
Matthew’s Gospel is about living or seeing from the margins of society where the following synonyms make sense:

· exclusion, periphery, powerlessness, ‘over-against’, alternative visions, with the tension of both-and existence rather than the either-or that we have been trained so well in

· it is a perspective that has unease (or dis-ease) with some centres (esp. Rome and the synagogue)
e.g. The Church of England (with other churches) has been in decline now for over 50 years
· why doesn’t the diocese do something about it?

· why doesn’t the Archbishop do something?

· because it cannot be managed from the centre (nor from a church council or PCC)
· in fact, it cannot be ‘managed’ (as such)

· we have to see a new reality – and Matthew’s gospel would affirm that this is most clearly seen from the margins

To read and live from the margins is to see a way of life that is not obvious from the centre, or from a  position of power or privilege

So we need to listen to other’s experiences of being on the cultural margins because of their:

· ethnicity, national origins, religious affiliations, gender issues, political views, disability
· economic situation, age, marital status, relationship and professional experiences.
And each of us too have our own experiences of exclusion and powerlessness

(which we are prone to try to forget and move on from)

· but we should also try to look from these perspectives

Today’s gospel reading from Matthew 2.1-12 – the Magi’s visit from the east

· as far as Rome and Jerusalem were concerned they were unwanted outsiders (from the margins) even though wealthy – because they were gentiles and foreigners
The whole Christmas story is populated with people from the margins

· Mary and Joseph – northerners, simple and uneducated people, not part of the religious or political elite

· Shepherds – while the imagery was important to Israel (and to us?), you wouldn’t choose people who live with animals, smell like animals (or ‘as’ animals?) to be your best friends, or to come to your party, or marry your daughter
· Marginal people 

ORIGINS: Matthew’s gospel probably originated and was addressed to the church in Antioch (SE Turkey) - (where Matthew’s mission took him)

· where the church was a small minority group (and so marginalised) in this large city which included many Jews

This small community that followed the teaching of Jesus were outside of those in the know, and those with power – outside of the religious and political elite

· the elite had power based on:
  birth – for the priests
  wealth – for the Sadducees
  training – for the Scribes and Pharisees
  military power – for the Roman officials and authorities

This fragile church did not have the  privilege or advantage of these

· they followed this Rabbi from Nazareth who was:

· cast out of the synagogue

· attacked by Temple authorities

· killed by the Romans

· ‘out of step’ with the society of his day

· a true marginal misfit

In Matthew’s gospel Jesus is usually in conflict with the ‘powers-that-be’

· he offers an alternative vision of what it means to live as human beings not based on privilege or patronage

· Jesus lives the archetypical marginal existence, outside the system and yet very much in the society

This, is seems, was also the experience of the church in Antioch

So this Biblical material which we will dip into over this year originates in social locations of weakness and cultural margins, among a minority, and often among the poor

· this is not a church that enjoys power or social acceptability

· it has little access to political or cultural power – it has no seats in the house of Lords and has no chaplain to the mayor(!)
As such, Matthew’s gospel does not offer the powerful much comfort, encouragement, affirmation or support

And as Christians today, we should probably read this gospel with fear and trepidation

But there is comfort here of a sort, I believe
As I mentioned the church in Britain (the West) has been in decline (numerically) since the 1950s
· this will not have been so apparent here in towns such as ours (until more recently)

· but in our urban areas it has been very clear

Over recent decades there have been monumental efforts to keep afloat what seems to be sinking – in decline

· as we become more marginal in our own society – something we do not like

· (often referred to as the end of Christendom)
· this gospel will start to make more sense to us

e.g. Many people disagree with the previous Archbishop, George Carey

“In spite of having contributed so much to our civilization and providing its foundation, the Christian Faith is in danger of being stealthily and subtly brushed aside.”
· Carey is part of a group who are seeking to re-establish the place of the Christian faith in UK society

· seeking to maintain some public advantage??
· start of a persecution complex

Bishop Nick Baines – “Let us not see ourselves as victims, but recognise the amazing freedom we have in . . . British society . . . and get out there more confidently with the unique gift we have . . ”
This gospel is Matthew’s response in Antioch to the dominant Roman culture with their expulsion from the synagogues

· not by complaining, but by living as different people

· following this radical Jesus is their response

· if you are looking for the presence of Jesus amidst all this difficulty, you can see it in Jesus

· not in the Roman Empire

· and sadly, not in the synagogue

This is marginal (or liminal) existence/experience
It is an alternative to ‘business-as-usual’ as known in most homes – what is sometimes wrongly called (today) ‘the real world’
This book can help us . . 
As we move into a time when we may well be increasingly ignored as being irrelevant or just strange (not persecuted)

We must not give into peer pressure (as some do) to give in a live consumerist and secular lives – today’s narrative - as if there is nothing sacred in life except the next experience this so called ‘real world’ entices us with

· we too must be prepared to life from the uncertainty of the margins more often

· where it is actually easier to see what Jesus was about (that we could not see before)

· and here, Matthew’s wonderful gospel can help us
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