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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, teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you; and 10, I am with you always, to the close of the age. '


Matthew 28: 18-20

I
We cannot too often remember that these words come at the end of a Gospel which tells of the curiously paradoxical character of this man's authority. It is not sheer strength but is sometimes to be found in weak​ness. It does not win its victories by being self-evident, open to all to see, it is exerted in conflict. It is tested in trial. The bearer of this authority is destroyed by lesser men who know how to handle the law, manipulate the crowd and win the political game. Yet he emerges at the end of this story, saying not 'All author​ity has been given to me over the hearts and consciences of few'. He does not say, 'In the hidden places, among discreet groups, I may still be remembered and worshipped.' Rather he says, 'All authority in heaven and earth has been given to me.' This is a claim not simply for your allegiance and mine. It is an assertion about the nature and manner of the God who reigns in human history. We are well to remember that, and not to be unduly preoccupied with ourselves to​night. In a phrase of Zinzendorf: 'The cross is his method and lasts until his future.' This, to use the modem jargon, is his style: what he was, what he is, and what he will be.

The statement may be one of triumph, but it is not triumphalist: he is the meek King, who disclaims power and glory and moves towards the hour of his final judgment in lowliness by way of a cross. The living crucified One still reigns. That casts light on the period of human history in which we live-where we are, what we can expect, how we shall be judged. It cures us of Utopian expectations, and yet it gives us hope. Bishop Hensley Henson in one of his letters tells of receiving a seven​teenth century ivory crucifix of French origin.
I have fixed it up in the centre of the book case which confronts my study chair, and contains volumes to which I am accustomed frequently to have recourse. The top row is filled with the little volumes of the Loeb Classics Library (nearly 300 of them), the next row contains a number of volumes of history illustrating the culture of the ancient classical world. Below that is the History of the Popes and other volumes (including the works of Shake​speare), which illustrate Christian civilization. Below that again, are a whole shelf of larger volumes including the great Cambridge series of syndicated history, ancient, medieval and modem, and then all the volumes of our own National Biography. They form together a not altogether inadequate illustration of modem civilization and culture, and there in the middle, I set the crucifix, whereon one may see both the final judge of human life and the standard of his judgment. I have in mind to place there, if! can arrange it suitably, the legend from the Te Deum-'We believe that thou shalt come to be our judge'.1
Much has happened since Henson wrote those words in 1946. His picture of culture and civilization is perhaps too urbane, too Western, too literary and not sufficiently aware of the achievements and the threats which have come with ad​vances in science and technology. All right. Replace if you will some of these books with the 20 volumes of the reports of the Commission of Enquiry into Poverty in Australia. Add the story of the relation of the white man to the Aborigine, and of the relation for better and worse of Australia with her Asian and Pacific neigh​bours. Put the world as you see it: our struggle with our environment, our success and failure in taming and using and abusing it; our frustrated efforts to create a society in which man serves man, the agony of our social injustices and our politi​cal ineptitude. Get as broad a picture as you can of the totality of human life; but then put the crucifix in the centre; and add the legend, 'We believe that thou shalt come to be our judge.' All authority in heaven and earth belongs to the risen Crucified One. Nothing is quite so important as to understand that.

II
If his word is first a word about himself and the strange nature of his authority, there is also a second word addressed to his Church; a call to make disciples of all nations, the commission to baptise and to teach men to observe all that he had commanded.
By the time Matthew's Gospel was written, Christians had for long spoken of the Exalted Christ: of his victory over the demonic forces, of how he was Lord of things in heaven and earth and under the earth. But what is new in Matthew is the association of this with the mission of the Church. For Matthew, a conse​quence of Christ being the risen crucified One, is that all nations should be called to acknowledge him, men everywhere baptised into his Church, and taught the things which he has commanded. Note the repeated 'all', all authority, all nations, men everywhere, all his commandments. The universal mission of the Church is a necessary consequence of her central affirmation about Jesus Christ, who he was and who he is and who he yet will be. Because this comes from a crucified Lord, the mission of his Church is not an act of spiritual aggression, of human imperialism. It is a making of disciples, a passing on of the word, 'Follow me'. It is a baptism, an invitation to enter into a way of life which has marked upon it the consequences of his death: so that men may know themselves for​given, no longer alienated but at home in a world over which the 
1 Letters of Herbert Hensley Henson, edited by E F Braley (London: SPCK, 1950). 

crucified risen One reigns. A making of disciples, a baptism, yes and a teaching, a passing on of the commandments of Jesus; and a receiving of them afresh in each generation. 'The Risen and Exalted One makes the word of the earthly Jesus obligatory upon the church on earth for all time until the end of the world'. 2
So, if the first thing which we say to each other tonight is that we should hear the word of the risen Christ about himself, the second is that we should hear afresh the call to the Church to go out into the world on his distinctive mission.

To men everywhere, in their sorrow and in their joy, when they are broken and bowed down and when they are raised up and survive. This is a word for strong men and weak men, for women who wait and women who work, for the bound and the free. He has a word for them all.

Let me pick out a note that is struck here, and which we would neglect to our peril: teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. Jesus is not just for men, beside them, with them. He has commands which he addresses to men; and he would have us pass them on: teaching them to observe all that I have commanded you. This is the focal point of Matthew's whole Gospel. He wrote in order that the teaching of Jesus, his commandments, might not be forgotten. The history of the Church suggests that the receiving of those commandments is at once simple and complicated. They may be received by men and women of simple faith, but they are patient of considerable sophistication in their applica​tion to a complicated world. We dare not neglect the whole story of the Church's apprehension and interpretation of that message-the message of Christ and the message about Christ. To say what it means for our day requires intellectual discipline and spiritual vigour. In this Uniting Church in Australia we enter into a tradition, catholic, reformed, evangelical, in which those who have gone be​fore have not been afraid to confront the world with rigorous thought and spir​itual commitment.
Only such a doctrinal tradition, perpetuated and renewed, will be adequate in making disciples of all nations in our day. To this end we shall require (as our Basis of Union commits us) to recognize men and women as ministers of the Word: trained in a disciplined school, educated in the story of the Church's discipleship so that the great tradition into which we have entered may be made vital for our day. Their commission comes from a living Lord, who lays upon them and upon us all the obligation to teach men to observe all that he has commanded us. To listen to him is the supreme calling of the whole Church-of every member; and to do so we need an educated ministry-men and women who, in a special sense, have heard the call to preach the Word.

2 Günter Burnham, 'The Risen Lord and the Earthly Jesus: Matthew 28:16-20' in 

The Future of Our Religious Past, edited by JM Robinson (London: SCM Press, 1971).

Anna Akhmatova, conscious of her vocation as a poet, and as a poet whose life must be lived in Soviet Russia, was much concerned, not only not to forget what she had lived through (the human race so easily forgets), but also with the responsibility not to allow to be forgotten. She must put it into words:3
Was it not I who stood at the Cross 

Was it not I who drowned in the sea; 

Have my lips forgotten your taste 

O pain

We have lived through a period in which the power of speech has been deni​grated, in which confidence in communication through the spoken word has been eroded. We live in a country in which, save for a small band of writers, inarticulateness is exalted as a virtue. It is time for the Christian Church to remember again that faith comes by hearing. We need preachers who share Amadavat’s sense of obligation to put the Word into words:

If we lose the freshness of words 

The simplicity of feeling,

Is it not like an artist losing his sight, 

An actor-his voice and movement, 

A splendid woman, her beauty?
But don't try to keep for yourself 

What has been the gift of Heaven: 

Our lot as we ourselves know

Is to squander, not to save.

Go alone and heal the blind,
And in the difficult hour of doubt,
See your disciples jeer and gloat
And know the indifference of the crowd.
III

And yet, you are not alone; the Church and her ministers are not alone. For if the Risen Lord's first word is about himself, so is the last: I am with you always, to the close of the age.

We are not alone because there is One who once was alone, who heard men jeer and gloat and knew the desertion of disciples, the antagonism of au​thorities, the indifference of the crowd. Because he was alone once, we need never be quite alone again. I am with you always: to the close of the age.
3 The translations used here are from Amanda Haight, Anna Akhmatova: a Poetic Pilgrimage (Oxford University Press, 1976),148 & 54.
Jurgen Moltmann opens his large book on the Church, with the sentence: 'This book is intended to help the Church to find its bearing... The fundamen​tal questions have to be answered afresh: Where do you come from? Where are you going? Who are you?'4

Union means nothing, absolutely nothing, unless it drives us back to those questions. Where do you come from? From the hand of the living God who engaged with men in a new way through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ, and the outpouring of His Spirit. Where are you going? To make disci​ples of all nations; to fulfil the commission with which we have been charged. Who are you? A people with whom that same Christ has promised that he will be present, to the close of the ages.

Are you and I prepared to find our bearings afresh? They are not too diffi​cult to discern. They are not far from us; but they provide far reaching indica​tions of the way in which we should walk. To that pilgrimage we are committed.

Now unto him who is able to do exceeding abundantly above all that we ask or think according to the power that works in us, to him be the glory in the Church and in Christ Jesus, now and forever. Amen.

4 Jurgen Moltmann, The Church in the Power of the Spirit (English translation – London, SCM Press, 1975)
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