We are very aware of the many tragic situations in our world today — especially the wars
between Israel and Hamas, between Russia and Ukraine, and the many other tensions
between nations and communities. We can see how influential are the leaders of the
various nations and groups: there are some very bad leaders who are directing terrorist
campaigns; there are selfish leaders who are not concerned for their own people; there are
leaders who face terribly difficult decisions about what they should do, and especially
about how they defend their people. Even when we are rightly defending against evil
attacks, we are required to act with wisdom and not to do evil ourselves in retaliation.

I mention the challenges of leadership today because our readings focus on leaders, even
though their message is for all of us.

We first hear the Book of Malachi criticising the Jewish priests at the time when Israel was
trying to rebuild its life in Jerusalem, a few hundred years before Christ. These priests
were not teaching God’s Law correctly, and worse, they were treating people unfairly —
favouring some rather than others. They were not acting in line with what they said. They
did not “walk the talk”, as we say today.

Jesus’ message in the gospel is similar. He tells the people to obey what their leaders say,
when they teach God’s word — but not to follow what they actually do, which contradicts
God'’s word.

It is helpful to remember when reading this chapter of Matthew’s gospel, that the author
has collected together a large group of Jesus’ sayings about leaders, and his criticisms of
them. Originally, the individual sayings would have been spoken in different contexts.
Collected together into one chapter makes them sound like one long sermon by Jesus in
which he has nothing good to say about the scribes and Pharisees. In fact, Jesus did
speak positively about them on various occasions. Not all the Jewish leaders at the time
were opposed to Jesus.

But notice also how Jesus’ words are addressed to both his close disciples, who would
become apostles, and to the crowds — that is, to all of us.

His most important message is that before God, we are all equally brothers and sisters in
Christ, with one Father — God above. He did not want any so called leaders to be setting
themselves up as “little Gods” — lording it over others. Jesus calls us to a “servant
leadership” which puts others first. We see this in the ministry of St Paul, described in the
second reading. Paul says he has been like a Mother caring for the people, and even
willing to give his life for the people (just as Jesus did).

This message is relevant to all of us — because everyone, in some way, however small, is
a ‘leader’ and carer for some others — in our families, workplaces, community groups, etc.
Let us try to be the kind of leader Jesus models for us. Let us all be good “influencers” —
as some people now claim to be — influencing others to come to know Christ and to follow
his commandments. And let us pray for those national leaders who face such difficult
decisions today, praying that God will grant them wisdom and courage.



