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Matthew 28:16-20: * Now the eleven disciples went to Galilee, to the mountain to which Jesus had directed them.
7When they saw him, they worshiped him; but some doubted. ® And Jesus came and said to them, “All authority in
heaven and on earth has been given to me. ¥ Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the
name of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, >°and teaching them to obey everything that I have
commanded you. And remember, [ am with you always, to the end of the age.”

Most of us who remember Y2K and millennial fever and fervor are entering middle age or beyond. Mazda
gave us the ‘millenia,” a hotel in lower Manhattan ‘took the name ‘Millenium,” London built the millennial bridge,
and a group of Hasidic Jews believed that their rabbi, Menachem Schneerson, ‘was the long-awaited messiah
foretold by the Hebrew prophets.” One hundred and sixty years earlier, William Miller, farmer and armchair biblical
interpreter, ‘calculated that Jesus would return someone in 1843 or 1844,” leading upwards of 50,000 people out into
the farmlands of rural New York to experience, not the Second Coming, but what was referred to as the ‘great
disappointment’ when Jesus did not return and life continued onwards, unabated.> Still to this day, Mormons
believe, according to Joseph Smith’s teachings, that human history will soon end and the heavenly city will come
down in Jackson County, Missouri.3

I could go on about the Y2K apocalypticisism and remind you of Clyde Lott the biblical fundamentalist and
cattle breeder from Mississippi who in 2000 sought to ‘breed a Red Angus that would be available for the restoration
of animal sacrifice when the Jewish Temple was rebuilt in Jerusalem’ (read your Numbers), or the anxiety that all
sorts of calamities would occur at the stroke of midnight December 31, 1999, leading many Americans to purchase
‘generators and stockpile provisions, even relocate to the wilderness,” awaiting the end of the world.# And
apparently same have made the point that our nation’s global ventures in Iran may be influenced by a religiosity
that is preparing the region for the Second Coming of Christ.

It is easy and probably fashionable, at least among present company, to dismiss such religious fanaticism,

especially within the staid and stable confines of a Presbyterian pulpit, but this millennialism and this pregnant
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concern and fascination with Christ’s return was a central part of the early Christian community’s faith and their
lived existence. The earliest Christians thought and believed that Jesus would return and come again and bring
about a new age in their lifetime. And so when that did not occur, their expectations faltered and perhaps their
community needed greater institutional memory of just who they belonged to and who they were awaiting, and so
these gospel accounts became a central part of the church’s life as the church became a substitute for the return of
Jesus, projected onto an indefinite future.5> And so at the end of his gospel, Matthew writes to a community faced
with the promise of Christ’s return but coming to grips with the fact that Christ’s return may not be imminent or
occur in their lifetime.

And so Jesus’ last act in our passage today, before departing from the disciples to the right hand of God, is to
commission the disciples, the church, not to stay on the mountain and worship him alone or to stay on the
mountaintop and await him forever, but to go and make disciples of all nations, to baptize them in the name of the
Trinity, and to teach them in the way of Christ. In the midst of sightings and reports of the risen Jesus swirling in
and around Jerusalem, the disciples go to Galilee to a place Jesus had directed them, and the risen Jesus meets them
there. Far from being a conclusive ending to Matthew’s gospel, Jesus’ appearance, rather than tying up all the loose
ends, sends the disciples off in a whole new direction, and gives them a new commission and way of life, with Jesus
promising to be with them always, even to the end of the age.

We Presbyterians tend to look down on those groups who calculate and waste their time on this earth trying
to accurately calculate Christ’s imminent return, but even we, when we gather around this communion table,
declare to each other these words: Christ has died, Christ has risen, and Christ will come again. Life does not extend
unceremoniously and indefinitely into the future forever. God is working out God’s purposes in history now and we
trust God is providentially directing life toward its goal and fulfillment in Christ. That is why, not matter what is
happening in our world or what is happening in our lives or however unstable or unraveled things can feel, we can
put our trust that history will conclude not with mass destruction and chaos, but will be brought to a close by the
One who has got the whole world in his crucified hands. There are worse things than living life like a religious
fanatic preparing for the return of Christ. One could even argue that all of the Christian life is an attempt to get

ready, to prepare, and to await Christ’s kingdom. Advent should be the church’s default state of mind.
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Which leads us back to our passage in Matthew. Far from being an insider’s party and reunion with Jesus in
Galilee, there is little time wasted before Jesus sets the disciples in motion. Sure they worship together but even
then, Matthew tells us in verse 17, some doubted. Everything is not sorted out and all problems are not solved before
those disciples are unleashed on the world and sent down the mountain. They still have their doubts and
uncertainties and it is not their worship that defines them, it is not their experience and the state of their being or
their right beliefs or the strength of their faith that defines them, what defines them as disciples, as those in Christ’s
stead, as Christ’s body and servants of the triune God, is that they are sent. In a very passionate passage, theologian
Karl Barth warns us that to the extent a Christian is ‘engrossed in oneself, rotating about oneself, and seeking to
assert and develop oneself, he or she alienates herself from what makes her a Christian.”® We are always endanger of
making our faith about us and what we are able to do or believe or achieve and here it seems that the whole point of
worship, education, discipleship, confessing our sins, singing God’s praises, receiving forgiveness, hearing the
gospel, offering God our gratitude, is to become propelled from here and sent out into the world and to be what we
have been made in here, out there, not for ourselves but for the sake of the world that God so loves, that we might
offer the beauty and joy and freedom of this life to others. If we only stay on the hillside of Galilee or practice our
Christianity within the confines of these walls or believe faith is primarily about cultivating our individual religious
impulses, we risk turning our life here into nothing more than an exercise in our private spirituality and we risk
turning our faith, in the words of Barth, into a ‘work of sterile inbreeding.’” That is how central being sent out is to
the gospel of Jesus Christ...we become who we are, not in staying where we are, but as we are sent into the world to
reflect our true humanity in Jesus Christ and give it away, knowing that it will be replenished not by our resources
but by the abundance of the triune God.

The good news of this passage, though that is so easily forgotten or left submerged in the other things
happening in this text is that the presence of Christ does not wane as we are sent, nor does that presence disappear
as we move forward into the future. We don’t leave Christ back on the hillside in Galilee either, rather he promises
to be with us as we are sent and he promises to already be present in those with whom he sends us. We are not sent

into the world not simply to do good or make a difference per se, we are sent into the world so that we meet Christ
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in the places and people and roads that he prefers to travel, and in so doing, we also become our true selves, as we
are shaped by Christ not just in the inner receptors of our spiritual musings, but out in the grit and grime and
commerce of our world. The promise is not that we get to stay with him on the Galilean hillside nor is it that we will
easily recognize him as he calls us out into the world he so loves. The promise is that he will be with us always,
Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, even to the end of the age, and that as new occasions teach new duties, he will beckon
us and guide us into this world to run toward him, in the face of the person on the street, to look for him in the
places we would just as soon not go, to reach out to him, in the lives of people our world treats as expendable and of
lesser value.

Let me just say that my scientific background is so rudimentary that I have not been able to help in a reliable
way with homework in that field for about the last decade. But given my limited understanding of nuclear physics, I
believe that the smallest ‘thing’ within the atom is not the protons, electrons, or neutrons, but quarks, which are so
small at this point that they cannot be identified statically, but can only be identified by probability and pattern.
within the larger particles of the atom. The triune God is no static being sitting on some throne dispassionately
from the heavens, but is dynamic and in movement all around us, but we can identify the predictable patterns of
triune movement, as Philippians tells us, from relinquishing equality with the divine to the self-emptying movement
of the Son into solidarity with humanity to the Spirit’s, treading particular patterns among the lowly, the unvalued,
and those on the margins.

The triune God is not particular interested in us staying forever on the Galilean hillside or making us always
feel comfortable and secure in all circumstances; God is not all that interested in making all our dreams come true.
Rather God sends the Spirit who tells us it is time to go, and sends us in directions we don’t get to choose for
ourselves to offer the life we share in Christ to others, to make more room at our tables, to live as reflections of
Christ’s love and humility and courage in a world often short on love, preferring cruelty and fame over humility, a
world where the loudest voices are equated with the most profound.

And in spite of all the pit falls and challenges and ways that such Trinitarian patterns are not celebrated or always
positively affirmed and reinforced, or even championed as successful, the Triune God says ‘go, anyway.” Go into the

hostile territory, go and take risks, go and try to become something more than a gathering of individuals cultivating



their personal spirituality, but becoming a communal reflection of the the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of
God, and the communion of the Holy Spirit, sent into this particular part of our city, community, and world.

It is interesting to me that Jesus says go and make disciples of all nations. He doesn’t say go and make all
nations Christian or even try and impose your Christianity on others or make the whole society Christian. Attempts
to do such things end disastrously, often undermine the very gospel they are proclaiming, and make the nation
rather than the church the primary vehicle of Christ’s mission. No he doesn’t say that, but he also doesn’t say, stay
comfortable inside your churches and when you go out there just act like everyone else. He says go and make
disciples of all nations, every race and ethnicity, every sexuality and background, every locale and station of
humanity. Find Christ’s reflection in their faces, find Christ’s at work in their midst, offer a Christ-like reflection of
the Triune God of love in concrete ways wherever you go, whether it is giving respite or help, offering an ear to
listen, sacrificing status to make more room at the table, or helping remove a barrier that keeps God’s children from
enjoying the life abundant that is promised in Him.

The miracle of church is not ultimately what happens in here; but who the triune God makes you to be out
there. So, go. Once again, go and become a likeness of the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the

communion of the Holy Spirit, wherever you are sent. Amen.



