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I facilitate a small-group seminar called Education for Ministry – EfM for short. It’s a 
program designed especially for lay ministers, developed and administered by the 
School of Theology at the University of the South in Sewanee, TN. EfM groups all over 
the country and internationally like mine gather weekly to study Scripture, build 
community, and reflect theologically. We follow a four-year curriculum, and, at the 
moment, we are in the Unit on Vocation, as we seek to discern what God is calling us to 
in our ministries.  

So the vocations of Matthias and Judas, whom we meet in our reading from Acts today, 
have been on my mind. 

From the EfM program materials: “… [Vocation is] that response to the call of God to 
partnership. … God equips each person for a unique role in the drama of salvation.” 

God’s Spirit works in a faithful community, in a corporate way. And that is how the 
disciples collaborated with God to discern Judas’ replacement for him, the betrayer of 
Jesus. 

In their gathering, the disciples pray, “Lord, you know everyone’s heart. Show us [whom] 
… you have chosen to take the place in this ministry and apostleship from which Judas 
turned aside to go to his own place. …” (Acts 1:24-25) 

They cast lots and the lot fell on Matthias and he joined the other eleven apostles. We 
don’t know much about Matthias. After he is chosen to succeed Judas, his name is not 
mentioned again in the New Testament, though tradition suggests he may have been 
known by other names. But the criteria that Matthias apparently met was that he 
“accompanied [the other apostles] during all the time that the Lord Jesus went in and 
out among [them], beginning from the baptism of John until the day when he was taken 
up from [them].” 

For Judas, vocation is more complicated. Presumably, Jesus chose each of the original 
twelve disciples – Judas included – for their unique roles in carrying out God’s purpose 
for them as apostles to the world. By all accounts, Judas was a dedicated and devout 
follower of Jesus during the three years of his public ministry. He was entrusted with the 
community purse and seemed to care about the poor as evidenced by his annoyance at 
the woman who anointed Jesus’s head with expensive perfume that could have been 
sold to help the needy.  

The gospels, written decades after the events of Judas’ betrayal, understandably did not 
treat Judas kindly. But if he had been greedy and treacherous from the beginning, would 
not this dark side of his character have become evident? Living and engaging as he did 
for three years in and among the community of Jesus’ followers, would he not have 
been found out long before his public betrayal?   
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I think it more likely, as some have suggested, that Judas simply gave in to the 
temptation to trust his own instincts rather than those of his teacher. In doing so, he 
defied God’s vocation for him. In his hubris, he went his own way at the end, deciding 
that if he were to force Jesus’ hand, Jesus would at last have to come forward as the 
Messiah that the Jews anticipated, a political leader who would restore Israel to what it 
was meant to be.  

That Jesus would die a shameful death had been unthinkable to his disciples, despite 
how Jesus tried desperately to prepare them. Judas repented and died by his own hand 
when he realized too late his mistake. I think it is significant that Jesus did not force his 
will or protect Judas from the temptations of the “Evil One” but respected his free will 
to choose his path of betrayal. 

Judas’ motivation and state of mind will always be a mystery to us, but I am inclined to 
think that Judas indeed followed his vocation faithfully as a disciple to Jesus until his 
failure in judgment and lack of trust in God’s wisdom caused him to turn away. Let this 
be a lesson to us!  

----------------------------------------------------- 

On Thursday, the Church celebrated Ascension Day, Jesus’s return to God’s heavenly 
realm after his bodily existence on earth. Ascension Day always falls on a Thursday 
because it is observed by the church 40 days after Easter. With his return to the Father, 
Jesus the Son has opened the way to the presence of God for humankind to follow.  

According to Luke’s version of the event, Jesus, before ascending to the Father says to 
his disciples, ‘These are my words that I spoke to you while I was still with you -- that 
everything written about me in the law of Moses, the prophets, and the psalms must be 
fulfilled.’ Then he opened their minds to understand the scriptures.” (Luke 24:44-45)  

They would see Jesus no more but would know that his return to the Father was a 
beginning, not an end. After being empowered by the Holy Spirit at Pentecost – what 
we celebrate next Sunday – they were ready to begin their vocation, to carry out Christ’s 
mission to the world.  

Vocation: “… that response to the call of God to partnership.” May we continue to 
reflect on how God is equipping us for our unique role in the drama of salvation!  

Let us pray: 

Gracious Father, your Son before he ascended to glory declared that your people would 
receive power from the Holy Spirit to bear witness to him to the ends of the earth: Be 
present with all who go forth in his Name, Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen. 


