ON FINDING MEANING IN THE GOSPEL!
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When Jesus saw the crowds, he had compassion for them because they were harassed
and helpless, like sheep without a shepherd. Then he said to his disciples, “The harvest
is plentiful, but the labourers are few...”?

This is part of a very familiar New Testament text, but what does it mean? We can
immediately think of two meanings that have customarily been assigned to it. The first
is to encourage candidates for the ordained ministry. In that sense the crowd and the
harvest are the church, and the shepherds or labourers are the clergy who must minister
to them. Thus, an appeal can be made that the ordained ministry is part of the
commandments of Jesus. I am personally familiar with this view of ordained ministry.
The motto of my theological college was ‘Ecce ego, mitte me’, a text taken from Isaiah
6:

Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, “Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?” And I

said, “Here am I; send me!” Ecce ego, mitte me.

All this seems quite clear and might be called the “pastoral or vocational interpretation’
of the gospel text.

An alternative approach is to regard the crowd and the harvest as the sinful world that
is to be saved by the shepherds and the labourers. In that sense the shepherds and the
labourers are the church, and the crowds and the harvest are everyone else. Thus, an
appeal can be made that the salvation of the souls of humanity requires more workers.
All this also seems quite clear and might be called the ‘evangelical or missionary
interpretation’.

I have no doubt that, at some time or another, we have all been exposed to both these
interpretations. But neither of them can be what Jesus was saying. The reason for this
is obvious once you begin to think about it. The idea of an ordained ministry
presupposes the existence of the church, an organisation for which the first possible
date is the original Pentecost. That had not yet happened when Jesus was speaking. It
is a big jump from the original disciples to an ordained ministry. As far as the
evangelical interpretation is concerned, that version presupposes the death and
resurrection of Jesus in that they are important for the scheme of salvation. Obviously,
Jesus is not yet dead or risen, so this interpretation cannot itself be what Jesus is saying.

Do not mistake my intention. Both the pastoral and evangelical interpretations may be
valid applications of the words of Jesus, but they are not what Jesus was saying. Those
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interpretations involve a process of theologising that stands between the text and its
application. Neither of them is the meaning of the text itself.

So, what was Jesus saying? The verses in this morning’s gospel are the beginning of
an account of the disciples’ commissioning and ministry.® The account begins with a
description of the crowds to whom the ministry is to be directed. The crowd is first
described as a harassed and helpless flock of sheep that needs a shepherd. The people
who made up the crowd of whom Jesus spoke were his fellow Jews. They already had
shepherds in the form of their religious leaders. So, this part of what Jesus is saying is
a not very well disguised attack on the religious leaders of his day. Indeed, almost all
the occasions on which Jesus spoke about shepherds, both good and bad, were
occasions for such attacks. This is not, however, obvious from reading the text itself.*
What his hearers needed were good and true shepherds, shepherds who would protect
them from harassment and shelter them in their need. At least one source of that
harassment was the Roman Empire.

The next sentence changes the analogy and speaks of a harvest waiting to be brought
in. The harvest was suffering because there were insufficient labourers. Now, if the
shepherd is a reference to the poor-quality religious leaders, the harvest is a reference
to God’s judgement. When the harvest is brought in, the good and the bad, the wheat
and the weeds, will be separated. So, the labourers who bring in the harvest are those
who help to execute God’s judgement. Thus, this second analogy contrasts with the
first and creates an ambiguity about the nature of the ministry: pastoral or
judgemental??

So much for the words of Jesus, for there is yet another aspect to the text. This is the
approach of the editor, the approach of Matthew. These accounts are not accidentally
set out. There is deliberateness about them. Most scholars think that this gospel was
written in Antioch for a small and somewhat beleaguered congregation who had been
cast out from the local synagogue.

This young church knew the problems they had had with the Jewish leaders, and they
knew the way in which their people had been persecuted by the Romans. Between the
death of Jesus and the compilation of this gospel, the city of Jerusalem had been
destroyed by the Romans and its people scattered. This gospel was addressed to a
defensive and uncertain group of people who needed building up. Thus, they fitted the
description of a harassed and helpless flock.

They were also aware of the need to live properly. They saw themselves as those who
would come well out of the harvest. Indeed, they were the ones to provide the labourers,
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so the harvest was, presumably, bad news for those who had turned them into the
harassed and helpless flock. We can see that there is thus a link in Matthew’s mind
between being the hard-pressed flock and being the labourers in the harvest. The
injustice that oppresses them demands action for justice, a challenge to the unjust
practices of the Roman overlords, not to mention the religious leaders. In that sense
then Matthew’s gospel is a form of liberation theology, where meaning is given to the
text by the direct experiences of the people.

In summary, therefore, we can detect two levels of original meaning in this morning’s
gospel: that of Jesus in speaking and that of Matthew in reporting. Neither of these
meanings, however, directly determines the meaning for us today. We can be sure,
however, that the meaning for us is considerably broader than the customary uses of
the text with which I began this morning. Those two customary uses have acted to
restrict and narrow the application of the text. If we are to find meaning in it, we must
open it up for new interpretations.

I want first to sound a warning against an overly self-indulgent application. It is very
easy to cast oneself into the role of the oppressed and harried. We could do that very
easily in the light of our history in our diocese, just as our diocese does in relation to
the world. However, we have been a very strong location even when things have been
worse than they are now. If there is a temptation to self-pity, there is also a temptation
to a judgementalism in which we know best and can speak with divine authority about
the sins of others. The problem is that we occupy both the roles. We are both harassed
crowd and unworthy leaders. We both point to right living and fail to live up to our
best ideals. Thus, a certain humility is appropriate.

Next, we need to avoid an overly personal approach to the text, too much concentration
on individuals. When Jesus speaks, he talks about communities, not persons: the flock
and the harvest. Even the labourers and the shepherds are unionised, part of a
community. They don’t sign individual workplace agreements. These are words
addressed to us as a community.

Then we need to observe that none of what Jesus says is judgemental; all of it is cast in
a pastoral and supportive context. Both the shepherds and the labourers are servants,
not masters. The intention behind this gospel is to include as many as possible, not to
find out how many can be excluded.

In that case we are confirmed in our intention to be an inclusive community. We need
also to take a positive view of how individuals and groups may be brought within our
community.

We, like the first hearers, are in a minority. We are not persecuted as they were, rather
we are largely ignored, which may be worse. On the other hand, we have some



important things to say: about humanity, its dignity, destiny and responsibilities.® We
have a duty to proclaim grace and acceptance, not anger and judgement.

As Stanley Hauerwas noted in relation to this morning’s Gospel:

Christianity is not a philosophy that can be learned separate from those who embody
it. If the truth that is Christ were a truth that could be known “in principle” then we
would not need apostles. But the way the gospel is known is by one person being for
another person the story of Christ.”

To do this we need both to take ourselves seriously and not to take ourselves too
seriously. We must sit somewhat lightly to our own importance and dignity and point
away from ourselves to the one who is the source of the grace we can testify to in our
own lives and in the life of this community.
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