
Readings: Proverbs 3.13-18; 2 Corinthians 4.1-6; Matthew 9.9-13 
 
It is the God who said “Let light shine out of darkness” who has shone in our hearts to give the light 
of the knowledge of the glory of God in the face of Jesus Christ.  
 
In the name of that God who creates, redeems and sustains us.  Amen. 
 
Do you ever ask yourself what Jesus was like to be around?  I sometimes do it in a wistful way – 
Sabbath rest by Galilee stuff, when I am longing to be drawn into the presence of one who knew how 
to be alone with God in the hills and the mountains.  I sometimes do it in a sceptical way – I wonder 
what Jesus would make of this?  I especially do that in churches where we are looking orderly and 
rich and hierarchical and all like each other – I wonder where Jesus would place himself here, 
wonder if the Jesus of the Gospels would be here at all!  But mostly the trained theologian in me 
knows that the gospels are not biographies, not personality profiles, not celebrity snapshots of an 
interesting person.  They are compilations of stories about Jesus’ birth, ministry and passion 
written to inspire encourage individual and community faith – more poetic manifesto of belief than 
character description or development. 
 
Nevertheless sometimes there is a particular concentration of stories in which we glimpse a 
character and a pattern of thinking and action which make us think eureka, yes, I want to follow this 
man, he has something to say which I sense I need badly and will enjoy hugely if I can find out more 
about him. 
 
The call of Matthew the tax collector to be one of the Twelve is part of such a gathering of stories.  
It’s the middle one of three.  First Jesus heals a paralysed man – asks no questions, demands no 
repentance prior to healing, simply sees him, understands the dejection and isolation and sense of 
guilt, and says get up, your sins are forgiven, and he does.  Then a similar encounter is captured in 
the call of a very particular person, Matthew the Tax Collector.  Again Jesus sees him, values him 
beyond the trouble he has got himself into, understands and invites him into a fuller life, and 
Matthew leaps away from the old, which I suspect has made him sick of soul already, and into a new 
understanding of himself seen in the eyes of this man Jesus.  
 
But then we find that these two instances are not one off examples of a show- off, crowd pleasing Do 
Gooder.  Jesus is doing this all of the time!  It is his character and life work to do this.  Hardened 
cynics, people so used to being looked down on by others that they actually debase themselves, tax-
collectors and sinners, enjoy Jesus company and are drawn regularly into the embrace of his valuing 
them. 
 
I think this is really important.  I think Christianity, Church and even my own line of business which 
is inclusion, all these can become a stretching out towards others in order somehow to do them 
good from a position of moral , intellectual even spiritual superiority.  That’s not what Jesus is doing 
here – if it were, any self-respecting sinner who knew how to enjoy their evening meal would run a 
mile and eat elsewhere.  People don’t share their precious leisure time with a morally superior do 
gooder – we may listen to them but we don’t make an effort to share their company.  Jesus shares 
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his valuing of people, his interest in, affection towards, understanding of people to the extent that 
he will give up his life for love of them and they for him!  
 
If we were to put this embrace of Jesus into one word I suspect the thing it would most look like 
which we know is friendship.  I suspect that if we were to think who has been most like Jesus in our 
own lives, healing us, understanding us, laughing and eating with us, challenging us, we would say 
friends, a few rare, wonderful friends who have shaped our own lives for the better, who have 
become part of us and we of them. 
 
Friendship is taking a battering these days.  On the one hand the romantic and sexual revolution has 
hit the church to such an extent that all we ever talk about in terms of morality, ethics and the good 
and satisfying life is long term sexually intimate relationships of different sorts, overlooking the 
facts that in Britain the huge growth is in single person households, and that all of us whoever we 
are have been single and will be single.  So the Church is not paying much attention to friendship.  
While in so-called popular culture friendship suffers the huge threat of being degraded all together 
to something which takes no time, effort or commitment but is a matter of being added to a list or 
series of images by the press of a Facebook key.  I find it hard to get over my sadness this week at 
the story in the news of hundreds of children in this country being so lulled into a sense that real 
friendship is available over the internet that they become open to abuse, blackmail and the risk of 
suicide.  This friendship is not the real thing. 
 
What is the real thing, to let grow in ourselves, to offer to people here, and to enjoy for ever? 
 
Whatever it is, it is not merely a gooey feeling of warmth shared amongst likeminded people, even if 
it involves that sometimes.  Let’s look again at these stories and why the person of Jesus they let us 
glimpse is so compelling. 
 
Jesus offers people attention.  We cannot show people value unless we give them attention, spend 
time with them.  I like those stories of Jesus with Martha, Mary and Lazarus, with Simon the 
Pharisee in his house at dinner, when Jesus calls Zaccheus to go home with him, or here offering 
Matthew his own self to share for the next few years.  Jesus attends to his friends and gives himself 
to them.  Do we do that or do we put so-called friends on the back-burner, left to themselves until 
we need them again.  Often I fear that churches render people so busy that we have no time to grow 
in the gift of committed friendship which is itself a sign of God’s grace, God’s way of doing things in 
Jesus. 
 
Jesus offers people understanding.  Again what I mean is something far from woolly sweet.  He sees 
the aching core of people and is not afraid either of them, even in their difference, or of the damage 
they do to themselves and others from this aching core.  He is here to call them to his love not to 
add to their sense of rejection and defeat.  Do we put ourselves out for those who do not seem 
immediately to meet our needs, do we try to offer the healing of understanding – even over coffee 
downstairs – or has friendship come to mean a rest in the fellowship of orderly like-minded souls?  
Hmmmmmmmmm. 
 
Jesus offers people himself – here we arrive at the core of it.  Jesus is so secure in his awareness of 
God’s love that he can give himself away without fear of disappearing into an abyss.  He is the sort of 
friend we will give our lives to because he has already given his life away for us.  Now we are there – 
the friendship we have to offer as Christians is rooted in the everlasting merciful loving kindness of 
God which will never let us down, which is the indestructible energy of love compassion, always 
seeking out the new, moving us on from the already restored to that which needs restoration. 
 
What about the cost of this – isn’t it deeply countercultural to suggest that friendship may be costly?  
 



Many people accuse us Christians of living in a world of thwarted wish-fulfilment.  They say things 
are so tough out there in the real world that we flee in our minds only into cosy friendship with a 
make-believe God.  Well, when you sense that accusation creeping up on you notice the cost of love 
and how much the world needs it.  Notice how the loving friendship grown in many a gospel dining 
room led to a cross because Jesus would not betray its worth, the worth of those human beings who 
were his friends.  Notice how the willingness to take a chance on Matthew was the same willingness 
which took a chance on Judas.  Notice that Jesus was spent in that friendship which people needed 
then, and which people need now.  Notice the cost of love as you get up to follow him, but look too 
towards adventure, laughter, repentance, friendship and joy.  Look towards life, in all its 
abundance.  Amen.  
 


