[image: image1.jpg]



This is the story of Matthias, and it takes place in the time between the times. 

Jesus, the crucified and risen one, has ascended into heaven. His followers are left alone. He had told them to stay in Jerusalem and wait, wait for the Holy Spirit to clothe them “with power from on high.” (Luke 24:49)
They are in the waiting time. The Spirit will come on the designated day and at the appointed hour, and no sooner.

It will happen in a week at Pentecost, and we will join with the Christian Church in every corner of the globe to celebrate. We will mark that moment when the Holy Spirit comes crackling like tongues of fire among the followers gathered, and waiting, in Jerusalem. We will get out our red stoles and red paraments for the one Sunday each year we use them. Why don’t all of us join in the festivities next week and wear red? Let’s bring the color of the day into this sanctuary and light it up: wear red on Pentecost!

But we are not there yet. Not today. Today we are still waiting, gathered with the disciples and the women and the other followers of Jesus, in a crowded room in Jerusalem, wondering when the time will come. There are about 120 of us. 

Waiting.

One of the disciplines of faithful living is learning to live not in our time, but in God’s time. It is the rhythm of Advent, the cadence of Lent, the pace of ordinary faith. Every day contains within it, if we are attentive and notice it, a holy time of waiting. The Hebrew poets in their old psalms remind us that to be the people of God requires patience. “I wait for the Lord,” one psalmist says, “my soul waits, and in God’s word I hope.” 

That psalmist might as well have been squeezed into the crowed upper room in Jerusalem with the others, waiting the coming of the Spirit. For the ancient Hebrew people, waiting is synonymous with hoping. Some of you know Spanish; think of the verb esperar. It means both to wait and to hope. 

Waiting is a lost art today. Will our capacity for hope be next to go? We expect things to happen quickly, on our timetable, at the speed of a keystroke on the computer. Faithful living does not typically happen like that, not even in this age of instant access. The healing of the body. The passing of sorrow. The growth of love. The coming of justice. The opening of new direction in life. It all takes time.

The discipline of waiting develops a healthy spiritual life, especially in our era of immediate gratification. Teaching children to wait is one of the best gifts we can give them. And when we adults remember to wait, it helps us grow spiritually. Being patient is not a virtue seen often in those with power and privilege. In fact, having to wait is a sign of our own powerlessness. When we are willing to wait we stand in solidarity with those whose lives are spent in long lines. 

There is a new non-violent movement in Palestine trying creatively to point out the injustice of the occupation. As part of this new effort, Palestinian leaders who have special passes that allow them to breeze through Israeli military checkpoints are not using their privilege. Instead, they have taken to standing in line with ordinary Palestinians, interrupting their days with hours of unplanned pause. It is a witness in waiting, a patient nod toward new possibilities.

Hope is nourished by expecting something to come, by expecting change. Waiting gives the seed of hope a chance to germinate.

So it is the time between the times, and Luke tells us that there are 120 people jammed into a room somewhere in Jerusalem waiting, and full of hope. They cannot be sure of what is to come or when it will arrive, but they have been around long enough to know that grace happens when we pause to give it a chance. That is an important lesson for us in our time: every one of us has something for which we are waiting. Resolution of a family issue. Clarity about a major decision. Mending of relationships. The start of a new phase in life. God will work through all of that, through the real stuff in our lives, but at a tempo and in a timing that God chooses.

Last Sunday we heard the psalmist tell us not to fret, not to be anxious. It was fascinating how many people said to me after worship that I was preaching to them – that learning not to fret was among their greatest challenges. It was especially amusing to see how many persons said that of their spouse! Well, here we go again in this week’s text. In these opening lines in the Book of Acts, we watch the people of God take up their call not to fret: they have no choice but to pause, to wait, to hope, to be patient as God moves in God’s own time. 

Jesus is gone. The Spirit has not yet come. 

But as with many of us, they are not content to be idle in their waiting. Biblical patience does not mean passivity. When the people of God are in waiting mode they do not cease to be the people of God. There are prayers to be said, work to be done, stomachs to be fed, justice to be sought, a future to imagine. So Peter, being the type-A in that crowd, calls the group to order. The church is still a week away from being chartered – that happens at Pentecost – but Peter gets up to preach anyway. 

Everyone there in that room is aware that one place among the disciples sits vacant. There are only 11 of them, and things are just not right without the 12th person. It is like a circle not closed, a story with a character missing.  

Peter names the elephant in the room: the loss of Judas Iscariot, who had been a leader among them, the treasurer of their group, until he betrayed Jesus. Nobody wants to say so, but it was in this same room only a few weeks earlier, that Judas had begun his treachery. It is a terrible and painful memory. 

Here we see a leader moving a people through a difficult transition. Rather than avoid recalling the recent unpleasantness by ignoring that one person is not there, Peter chooses to name him. He states the obvious: “Judas is gone. We need someone to take his place.”

And then Peter proceeds to call the first-ever meeting of a Christian congregation. Watch carefully what happens next. Peter declares that they must choose someone to be a leader to take the place of Judas. This is not merely any leader. What they need is an overseer. The Greek here is more specific than the English translation. It says episkopain – the word from which episocopal comes, the ecclesiastical term for bishop. This bishop will be elected not by his peers, that is, not by others in power, not by the other overseers, but by all the people gathered – the men and the women in that packed upper room.

It happens innocently enough, but here we see a radical – in the sense of “root” – founding principle of ecclesial governance. These first-century followers of Jesus chose democracy to govern themselves. The people elect their leaders from among themselves. For Presbyterians, one of “the historic principles of church order” is the right of the people to elect those who govern the church. For us, no one has authority in the church unless the people give it to him or to her. That rule comes straight out of scripture, and it may sound obvious to us, but democracy is not universally practiced in the broader church.

So what happens in that upper-room election? Peter lists the qualifications for candidates: someone who has demonstrated faithfulness to Jesus, someone who knew him well, someone who learned from him and followed him. No long list of narrow essentials, but rather a simple declaration that the person should be someone who knows and follows Jesus. The Presbyterian Book of Order says it like this: “Their manner of life should be a demonstration of the Christian gospel in the church and in the world.” (Book of Order, G-6.0106a)
A few years ago we Presbyterians made things more complicated by adding standards aimed at excluding some persons from church office, specifically gay and lesbian church members. Many of us have been trying for years to return to the simpler, historic standard – that is, whether someone’s “manner of life” reflects the gospel. Returning to that standard would give each congregation the right to be more inclusive, should the Spirit move them in that direction. This summer when the Presbyterian General Assembly meets here in Minneapolis, July 3-10, we can watch first-hand how the church responds to efforts at change.

But we need to get back to our story, back to the upper room in Jerusalem, where two men have been nominated for the vacant seat. The people pray to God for discernment, and then cast lots. They discover that God favors Matthias. Without hesitation they ratify the divine selection, and Matthias is installed as the 12th disciple. 

It all seems so straightforward – but there is something remarkable about the choice. 

In all of scripture this is first and only time we hear of Matthias, and yet he has been faithful all along. We learn that he was at the River Jordan when John baptized Jesus. He heard the voice, he saw the dove descend. He watched Jesus go off into the desert for forty days. He walked with Jesus in Galilee. He heard the Sermon on the Mount. He witnessed the healings by Jesus. He was there in Jerusalem when Jesus came into the city and when he was arrested and tried. He saw him die on the cross. He was there at a resurrection appearance. He saw him ascend into heaven. Yet the gospels never breathe a word about Matthias; we know nothing about him. He is the best keep secret in the Bible, suddenly elected as disciple number 12!

It is an Andy-Warhol-moment for Matthias; but I suspect he does not particularly enjoy his 15 minutes of fame. He fades quickly from the limelight, back into the community of Jesus-followers, from whence he had come.

The church thrives because of the quiet faithfulness of Matthias, his day-in and day-out constancy. Peter may be helpful as a public leader and preacher, but Matthias makes the community what it is. He is there to set up the sanctuary each Lord’s Day. He is there to see that the poor receive aid from the church. He is there to pay the bills and teach the children and plan events and clean the building. He sings in the choir and greets at the door and pours coffee after church. He serves on committees and volunteers for work projects and is an advisor on youth mission trips. 

Without Matthias, there is no church. 

This is the story of Matthias, and it takes place in the time between the times. Matthias is there, waiting to serve, hoping to “find a place of usefulness” among the people of God. 

We, too, live in the waiting time.   

Matthias may be found in every community of faith, certainly in this one, most often in the background, patiently listening for God’s call. Waiting. Waiting to discover new ways to serve others – and, in so doing, to bear witness to the God of love.

The church is built on that kind of quiet faithfulness.

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

“A Quiet Faithfulness”
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