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Matthew 9 :9-13

? As Jesus was walking along, he saw a man called Matthew sitting at the tax-collection station, and he said to him, “Follow
me.” And he got up and followed him.

10 And as he sat at dinnerl?l in the house, many tax collectors and sinners came and were sitting!” with Jesus and his
disciples. " When the Pharisees saw this, they said to his disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and
sinners?” '? But when he heard this, he said, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. ®* Go
and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call the righteous but sinners.”

Recently I had the opportunity to attend a gathering in which there were a number of classmates from college. They
all know what line of work I am in and I would say, not knowing for sure their own faith commitments, that I would put
their reactions to knowing that I am a minister of the gospel, into two categories...the first is ‘that guy is a minister,’ I would
not have predicted that outcome...the underlying assumption being that guy seemed uninterested in holy things in college
and I remember hearing some choice words coming out of his mouth. That’s quite a surprise. The other response or category,
my former classmates’ view me is that I evidently have or found some religious access that they do not have and I have
tapped into some holiness that is less accessible to others. I think I would like to sit down with both groups and read this
passage from Matthew.

First we have Jesus’ own call of Matthew the tax collector, his first draft choice, the first person he invites to answer
the call of discipleship. The top of his list. And who is Matthew? Matthew is a Roman occupier collaborator, the traitor to
his people, the person any self-respecting first century Nazarite would want to keep a respectable distance from, that is the
type of person Jesus reaches out and calls him as a disciple. Not very holy. Not very high on the who’s who list of first
century Jerusalem. Probably if you wanted to offend the largest number of religious sensibilities, this is the person you
would invite to be part of your religious community. I am pretty sure, the words ‘tax booth,” would be enough to make
Matthew a social pariah. ‘Hey I am having a dinner party, and planning to invite Matthew the tax collector.” Hello....are you
still there...something suddenly came up, you say.

Well, speaking of the dinner party, maybe Jesus can make up for it there by inviting more respectable people, people
who are ambitious, high achieving, making the world better, doing something meaningful with their lives, doing holy things

or at least tapped into holy access. But nope, verse ten tells us that the whole dinner table is filled with tax collectors and

sinners all sitting together with him and his disciples. This is the collection of humanity Jesus invites to be part of the


https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%209%3A9-13&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-23390a
https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Matthew%209%3A9-13&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-23390b

community he is forming. Not the best and brightest. Not the holy and holiest. Not the most likely to succeed or best all
around. Or even middle of the road, not going to cause trouble. No, Jesus goes for maybe ‘most despised in society,” or people
who are known sinners, people whose lives have not met the mark of how most would measure holiness, people are known
for their righteousness or their reputableness or their lengthy religious resume. Why do we assume that only the holy are
called, only the righteous are tapped on the shoulder by God, only those attempt to do ministry have a divine calling, when
Jesus seems to suggest something very different here? First, that he doesn’t call the worthy or the morally upright, but in his
words ‘T have come to call not the righteous but sinners.” I have come to call, not the righteous, but sinners.

‘Churches,’ St. Augustine reminds us, ‘churches are not museums of saints, but hospitals for sinners. I might even
argue with St. Augustine and say that churches are less hospitals for sinners and more vocational schools for sinners. No
matter how much church we participate in, we will never be cured of being sin-filled, flawed people. That is part of who we
are as human beings. Indeed, sinners are the only human beings Jesus seems interested in working with.

In his book Brother to A Dragonfly, Baptist minister and Mississippian Will Campbell tells the story of what I
would call a moral failure of a minister, a colleague by the name of Thad Garner, who is cynical, who constantly getting in
trouble for serious forms of ministerial malpractice. In spite of Garner’s regular trips to the Holy Land and his gleaming smile
to his congregation, he was not a model pastor, and fully acknowledged it. At one point Campbell, seeing this moral failure of
a pastor asked him, ‘Thad, why did you ever decide to be a Baptist preacher? Garner shot back: ‘Cause I was called, you
fool'! Jesus doesn’t come first and foremost for the righteous, he comes for sinners. The underlying theme of Campbell’s book
and his own working theology goes like this: ‘We are all bastards, but God loves us anyway.” It is a thesis that Campbell
would be tested to prove throughout his life and ministry. When he died in 2013, one of his colleagues eulogized him saying,
‘Will was fond of saying that if you are going to love one [then you got to love them all]. And this meant rednecks as well as
radicals. Will infuriated many of his former allies in the civil rights struggle when he befriended members of the Ku Klux
Klan and even visited James Earl Ray in prison. Campbell wrote: ‘I have seen and known the resentment of the racist, his
hostility, his frustration, his need for someone upon whom to lay blame and to punish. With the same love that we are
commanded to shower upon the innocent victim, the church must love the racist.”” For I have come not to call the righteous,
but sinners.

In addition to Jesus calling together a community of sinners, misfits, people who don’t have all their stuff together,

people no one would point to in the dictionary as holy, people in many ways despised or rejected or held in suspicion by
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large segments of society, Jesus also believes every member of the community is called, has God-given gifts to be put to use,
and is called to use those gifts to serve God and to serve others. Theological ethicist Brent Waters reminds us that as
monasticism grew in the middle ages, the church inevitably held it up as a superior way of living and the only authentic way
of being a serious Christian. Religious people made vows and had opportunity to pursue holy lives, ‘characterized by
poverty, chastity, and obedience, which put them [allegedly] closer to their Creator and provided greater assurance of
blessed entrance into God’s kingdom at the end of their lives.” The rest of humanity, who lived outside the monastic cloister,
were seen as vocation-less, lacking in ‘vocations because their daily activities involved worldly compromise that diluted the
pure love of God.”® Then along came people like Martin Luther who provocatively argued that any occupation or job becomes
a vocation, a calling, ‘when done in service and love to others.’” Echoing the words of Jesus, ‘I have come to call not the
righteous, but sinners.’

As such, our own calling as those who have answered the call to discipleship, our own purpose as those who seek to
live lives of purpose, our own call to serve those Christ came to serve, our calling begins at the baptismal font. Baptism is not
what makes us Christian, baptism is not what makes God love us, baptism is not what makes us holy or pure or even special,
baptism is what give us our calling. You are baptized, now love and serve the One who came not for the righteous but for
sinners. We live out our baptismal calling most of the time, not in some heroic headline grabbing notoriety, but as Brent
Waters puts it, our baptismal reality is ‘made known predominantly through the shared, mundane life of ordinary saints.’
Through the waters of baptism, the Spirit shines the light of God’s grace through common mediocre Christians, not through
holy specimens or religious world beaters.*

In Luke’s gospel, Jesus uses a different illustration to make a similar point. He tells the parable of the Lost Sheep and
asks a very puzzling question. ‘Which one of you, having a hundred sheep and losing one of them, does not leave the ninety-
nine in the wilderness and go after the one that is lost until he finds it.” In New Testament commentator Robert Capon’s
words, ‘this parable can hardly be interpreted as a helpful hint for running a successful sheep-ranching business. The most
likely result of going off in pursuit of one lost sheep will only be ninety-nine more lost sheep.! Capon believes that the
erratic Good Shepherd’s whole point is that ‘he is first and foremost in the business of finding the lost, not making a
messianic buck off the unstrayed,’” and given time those other 99 will get lost anyway, and the Good Shepherd will come and
find them, one by one, and welcome them back home. And not just bringing us back to a state of not being lost, but as Jesus

paints here, the Shepherd lays it on his shoulders and rejoices and calls his friends and neighbors to a celebration for ‘I have

3 Brent Waters, Common Callings and Ordinary Virtues, 22.

4 Brent Waters, Common Callings and Ordinary Virtues, 24.



found my lost sheep.”. As Robert Capon reminds us, ‘these stories, therefore, are parables of grace” and in them there is ‘not
one single note of earning or merit, not one breath about rewarding the rewardable, correcting the correctible, or improving
the improveable,” only this erratic determination to release captives, exalt the lowly, and find the lost, even at the risk of
jeopardizing those who thought they could achieve their way to a sufficient level of moral and spiritual improvement or who
thought they could achieve holiness status all by themselves 12l

The Savior who calls us is One who lovingly and erratically makes room for those who don’t seem to have the right
qualifications, helps them to see that they have indeed been called, and reveals to them that they have God-given gifts to be
put to use for the sake of the world God so loves. What is often ignored and overlooked and discounted is found, welcomed,
given a place at the table of celebration, and a purpose to serve God’s good creation. ‘T have come, not for the righteous, but
for sinners.’

In a world that is hostile to the idea of calling beyond our own self-enhancement, may we find our baptismal calling
beyond self. In a world that believes only the holy are called, may place our hope in a Savior who comes for sinners. In a
world that measures success in terms of production, profit, and progress, may we measure ourselves by the extent every
member of this community fulfills their baptismal calling. And even better, may we help lives that assumed they were not
called or included to see their God-given gifts. ‘I have come, not for the righteous, but for sinners.” The grace of our Lord Jesus

Christ, even when reflected in the life of ordinary saints is a sight to behold. May our life together reflect that reality. Amen.



