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The honey coloured Portuguese Abbey of Bathalha has this in common with thousands of churches, abbeys and cathedrals across the world – that as you pass through its medieval arched doorway you have on both sides of the archway beautifully sculptured statues of the twelve apostles. Through the ravages of acid rain, the particular sculptures in this archway are modern replicas and you can see their illustrious ancestors in a museum in the abbey, all knarled and twisted over the centuries. Outside once more and you have fun trying to name the twelve apostles – there was Peter with his key and so on.
The twelve apostles, like the ten commandments before them, or the four evangelists have been for two thousand years a kind of touchstone for Christianity. For centuries worshippers have declared their faith in the holy, catholic and apostolic church. The Pope claims to be in line of succession to Peter, the chief apostle. We are all familiar with the Da Vinci wall painting of the Last Supper as the twelve surround Christ at the table. We have regarded ‘the twelve’ as the kind of premiership league of disciples, there were other followers, often called apostles also, there were elders, there were women, but surely they have occupied the lower divisions. And then there are the saints of every generation and in this week and next Sunday we shall be remembering them all.
But today we are at the bottom of the Premier league, a bit like Spurs or Wigan if they don’t pull up their socks. Today we are thinking about Saint Simon and St Jude two of the Twelve. Who?  

That’s the point, who are they, these faceless men who have come down to us from the pages of the New Testament? Despite the Church affirming our apostolic inheritance of faith and being true to the ‘apostles teaching’, we are left with not one single detail about the lives of almost half the people who were said to be the closest associates of Jesus of Nazareth. And if the Twelve are so important to us can we name them all? This morning I want to explore with you why the twelve became so significant in the development of the Christian story and to suggest that this development reveals to us just how much of that Christian story has been and has to be rethought by successive generations.

St Paul as we know is the earliest writer after the death of Jesus and he refers to the twelve in 1 Corinthians; he speaks of ‘Peter and the twelve’ although the gospels always include Peter as part of the twelve. But Paul doesn’t name the twelve, which is interesting and rather surprising. Its as though the number itself is what is truly important. But then Paul talks of James, the Lord’s brother also as an apostle and he mentions that he himself is an apostle, that is one who has a mission, has been sent out by the risen Christ. When we turn to the gospels, there is quite a lot of footwork to do as we dance around the various lists of names which appear in Matthew, Mark and Luke. Mark, the earliest gospel, names the twelve in chapter 3 and towards the end of the list comes Simon, called the Cananean and Thaddeus (not Jude). Its like watching Match of the Day and you know that teams like Wigan are always going to appear last. Scholars think that Simon’s descriptions as a Cananean refers to belonging to the Zealots, for linguistic reasons which I shan’t bore you with. Now turning to Matthew he keeps Simon and Thaddeus at the end of the list but Luke in chapter six replaced Thaddeus with Judas, son of James (not to be confused with Judas Iscariot). In Luke, writing about forty years after Paul, there is now a clearly defined group of twelve disciples and other disciples. Finally in John, the last of the gospels to be written, there are only three references to the Twelve as such, many references to individual disciples, including new ones like Nathanael.
It does seem without doubt that the twelve was important for the synoptic gospel writers and for Paul. And to understand why, we have to remember that the earliest understanding of the significance of Jesus was in the context of his Jewish world and the central conviction that somehow in Jesus the promised Messiah had come. The Messiah would be the one, anointed by God to liberate Jerusalem from the hands of the pagans, to free Israel from her enemies, to forgive sin, to punish the enemies, to establish the righteous and peaceful rule of God. There is an urgent message of repentance before the coming judgement of God, when Jesus, having been executed would come again in glory to usher in the kingdom. And here come the twelve – in the new Jerusalem the twelve apostles will rule the twelve tribes, the prophets and patriarchs will be raised to eat and drink in the kingdom, which will be a Jewish monarchy under the rule of a transfigured and glorified Jesus, who is Son of Man. St Matthew has Jesus saying before the entry into Jerusalem in chapter 19 of the gospel,  Truly I say to you, in the new world, when the Son of Man shall sit on his glorious throne, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. Luke says much the same thing and we know from the need to elect someone to replace the traitor Judas in the Acts of the Apostles, how important the number twelve was once again. 
How much the Church down the ages would like us to think about Jesus choosing twelve faithful men and true, sitting there instructing them in theological doctrines. The twelve then pass it down and today as the letter to the Ephesians invites us, we accept this body of teaching, presumably creeds, confessions of faith, papal edicts and the whole shabang as the foundation faith laid down by the apostles.

I don’t for one moment believe in this kind of simple account of the life of Jesus and his followers. We know that all kinds of people, including women were very close to Jesus. We know that the men deserted him at his death and it was the women who stayed there by the cross. We know that the early followers of Christ were influenced by James the Lord’s brother as much by Peter and the other twelve. And we also know that the only formulated credal statement of those followers was simply Jesus is Lord.

The Jesus story did not have the seamless and neat continuity of doctrine as the Church would like us to believe. Just forty years after the death of Jesus, Jerusalem was destroyed, the Jews were scattered throughout the earth and the Messianic hopes confounded. Once this first generation of disciples had died it was clear that the Son of Man was not going to appear and establish them as leaders of the new Israel. Gradually this synoptic set of beliefs had to be revised. The greatest challenge had come from Paul of course in his conviction that the risen Christ was also calling gentiles in to his Kingdom of love, justice and equality. And so the faith of the twelve, those Jewish followers of Jesus of Nazareth, has to be seen in the very specific context of their Jewish world.
Soon with the writing of the Gospel of John, the Jewish Messiah becomes the eternal Logos, the word made flesh. What is implicit in the synoptic gospels, namely the God like presence and Godly power experienced in Jesus now becomes a generation later a very divine Jesus, a moving away from the Jewish Jesus and the beginnings of a Trinitarian concept. You see this in today’s gospel passage. We move into a Greek philosophical world, this Christian doctrine is being revised and with it the Twelve as such is no longer the powerful symbol which it had been.
From this one example of how the person of Jesus has moved from being wrapped around with Jewish expectation to being rethought in a new paradigm within a matter of decades, two vital points seem to emerge. First Christianity as a set of beliefs or doctrines has and is always being rethought. There is no one timeless Truth handed down by the twelve apostles; there is no one credal statement, no one papal edict, no one inerrant piece of biblical writing that captures once and for all Jesus the Christ. In the last two thousand years we have had reformation upon reformation. On the continent and in our own history the saints sculptured in our cathedrals and churches have been knocked down by Cromwell’s men, prayed to by the Pope’s men, sidelined by Protestants, added to by successive Pontiffs. Legends have arisen about nearly every saint without a morsel of fact being produced for many of the stories. We love to think that these first twelve disciples could come alive to us and help us to discover more about God. So the legends proliferated. Take St Jude. Unfortunately he became confused with Judas Iscariot and became a patron of lost causes, after all if at once stage he was confused with Iscariot no one would pray to him for anything unless you pretty desperate! 

Christianity is rethought and rethought by every generation.
And the second point to emerge is this, before you despair of what might seem like a slippery slope to nothingness. The first followers of Jesus, whether we recall the Twelve, or the women or other apostles or Paul and his companions – they were all convinced that in Jesus of Nazareth they had experienced something of the God whom they worshipped. In Jesus of Nazareth the power, the compassion, the healing presence of God had been so strong for them that they began to explain it in the only terms they had. That experience began in a Jewish world, it moved outwards into the world of the Roman Empire. Strange Messiah became Embodied Wisdom, the Cosmic Christ. The God experience was redefined by the Churches over and over again. The problem was that the explanation became more important the experience. Instead of asking the question what is my experience of the presence of the divine in my life and in my world which connects to the experience of those first followers of Jesus the Christ which would then give me some kind of link. Instead of that question being asked time and time again, we have the church offering us answers – in doctrine and creed – which don’t necessarily connect with our experiences. 

And so the radical part of being a Christian seems to me to be about discovering what were the roots of Jesus’ experience and his teachings about God which connect with the roots of my experience and my understanding of God in my world 2000 years later. Don’t just tell me that there is an apostolic faith handed down. What was it about Simon, Jude and the rest of them that led them to follow, to proclaim, to die for this newly found faith? What was authentically of God for them and what is authentically of God for me now? 
These are radical and yet fundamental questions about our Christian journey. This is why the Centre for Radical Christianity was set up. This is why in two weeks time one of the world’s leading Jesus scholars, Dominic Crossan will be with us. This is why in a way its good that the Pope keeps bestowing sainthood on new people if it means that we recognise that the Spirit of the living God did not simply reveal all Truth to 12 Jewish men 2000 years ago but informs folk in every age and helps us to understand afresh the Christ experience. The Anglican church in its formularies used to believe this. We used to teach that the Spirit of Truth, quoted by St John, will keep leading is into all Truth, into new understandings. Now we shy away from this, we want to return to The Truth as delivered to the saints, to keep looking backwards in fear not Forward in Faith.
I don’t often urge you read the Church Times, God forbid. But this week there are 8 pages devoted to what being a modern church person is all about – and it so happens that St Marks features there. I really didn’t order a thousand copies but a thousand copies appeared in our garage whilst we were away on Friday. Please take a copy, take copies for your friends. What is the foundation of our faith and what do we share with those faceless Jewish men, two of whom we remember today?
