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Our scripture lesson for this afternoon as we follbe life and lessons of Jesus comes to
us from the gospel of Matthew 9:1-17, occurring just afterpassage of Jesus casting out the
Legion of demons from last week. This scene is tetime that Jesus is accused of blasphemy -
of acting in God’s place - a charge that would ultimabellyg him down before Roman rule in the
book of Matthew. While the gospel writer is seekinghare something with us of the nature of
Jesus in this story, he is also suggesting to us somethout the kingdom of God. It is up to us
as attentive listeners to the text, then, to disedrat this passage has to say about our place in it.
You will note that there are many sermons that @prbached in this text - we’ll settle for just
one of them today.

“After getting into a boat he crossed the sea and tarhis own town. And just then
some people were carrying a paralyzed man lying on a\WWdekn Jesus saw their faith, he said to
the paralytic, “Take heart, son; your sins are forgivérhen some of the scribes said to
themselves, “This man is blaspheming.” But Jesus, pergeheir thoughts, said, “Why do you
think evil in your hearts? For which is easer, tg Séour sins are forgiven,’ or to say, ‘Stand up
and walk’? But so that you may know that the Son of kasauthority on earth to forgive sins”-
he then said to the paralytic - “Stand up, take your bddyarto your home.” And he stood and
went to his home. When the crowds saw it, they \ilked with awe, and they glorified God,
who had given such authority to human beings. As Jessisvalaing along, he saw a man called
Matthew sitting at the tax booth; and he said to Hiollow me.” And he got up and followed
him. And as he sat at dinner in the house, manydbectors and sinners came and were sitting
with him and his disciples. When the Pharisees sawttiey said to his disciples, “Why does
your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners@t vihen he heard this, he said, “Those who
are well have no need of a physician, but those wh@iek. Go and learn what this means, ‘|
desire mercy, not sacrifice.” For | have come tibre#t the righteous but sinners.” Then the
disciples of John came to him, saying, “Why do we aedRtharisees fast often, but your disciples
do not fast?” And Jesus said to them, “The wedding guast®t mourn as long as the
bridegroom is with them, can they? The days will cevhen the bridegroom is taken away from
them, and then they will fast. No one sews a piéemshrunk cloth on an old cloak, for the
patch pulls away from the cloak, and a worse tear is mbl@éher is new wine put into old
wineskins; otherwise, the skins burst, and the wisgilled, and the skins are destroyed; but new
wine is put into fresh wineskins, and so both are pveser

Almost exactly a year ago next month | was riding waa along what some might
consider a road carved through the countryside of the ¥ngeninsula. My fellow mission-trip
goers and | were taking our first of several drives backfarth from the village we stayed in and
the work site where we were helping to build a secorstargol in partnership with several other
churches. This trek that took 40 minutes one-way offasea view of Mayan life that you would
simply not see if you just lingered close to the citiéghile this village that we stayed in was only
45 miles from Cancun, | can testify to the fact thatas a very long 45 miles as nothing that we
saw in any way resembled civilization as we expedehm the modern world. And that resort
world and this other were not exactly connected hypemhighway. Look to the side of the road
when you weren’t bouncing up and down over potholes and yght catch a glimpse of one of
the stick and mud huts that the Mayans called home me lloat was camouflaged perfectly by
the jungle around it because it was built with the vargessticks and mud. If you looked very



closely, you may even have been able to see throeghpdning where a front door might stand
in our own homes, spot a goat tied to a post in the@m the family had for living, and
simultaneously peer straight through to the children pdaydath balls that had seen better days
out in the back where the laundry was drying or tortase baking on hot stones and iron
skillets.

Our eyes were starting to become accustomed to tivswieen all of a sudden out of the
blue there was a vast clearing with an uber-modern bgikgt in the back of it. Metal hand
railings curved around the painted concrete exterior ywaliging your eyes up to a glassed-in
front entryway that was covered by a steep roofdlaatted up into the trees. ‘What in the world
is that?’ We all seemed to ask simultaneously asrifyatay that we had actually seen the building
and were not just hallucinating. Well, our Mayan leadgiained that several years ago a group
of well-meaning medical missionaries had committed #sdwes to building a clinic. They had the
materials donated and quickly built the modern miracleeyBupplied it with machines that
could run simple tests, medical tools, first aid mateaald vaccinations. They found physicians
that would commit themselves to manning the hospitaibteation and stocked up on remedies
for several of the simple diseases that were knoveatse problems in the region and it
specialized in pre and post-natal care and labor and ieliBait the building forever stood
empty. Our leader did not know if it had ever seen aesipglient. Because in their enthusiasm
to build a state-of-the-art clinic in the area, nobbdg asked the people if they wanted it or
would trust the doctors from the North who ran it. d&Nee asked if it would be possible for the
people to even get to the clinic - particularly if thregre on foot like 90% of the population and
lived several miles away, let alone if they could méte walk while they were in labor. No one
asked. These good souls just assumed that their understahdingt was required was right for
everybody. That the answer they supplied to the prolddniee community was a universal
truth.

There had been a few universal truths in Jesus’ dag.spintual pecking order in society
was one of them. Like a sort of religious caste systeere were the haves and the have-nots in
relation to God and they were pretty easily identifidi#cause it was all ordered tidily under the
rules of the law. At the top of the food chain of thhful were of course the priests and the
Pharisees. These guys were famous for being able éveatththe law. They kept their noses
clean by keeping them in the air most of the time adddt dare to defile themselves by
touching the unclean - those who were sick, sinful, kenea disabled or were animals of the
wrong species. “The Qumram community of the Essends adirm rule; (they wrote) “No
madman, or lunatic, or simpleton, or fool, no blind pr@nmaimed, or lame or deaf man, and no
minor shall enter into the CommunityAnd by this they ensured that they would be found holy
and acceptable in God'’s sight and could order their comynargt way that would moderate the
means by which others could be saved as well. They ket was best for everyone, and it was
their calling in life to help others see the way.eiilhere were all the other folks. Those who
just showed up in this world unclean - the blind or tHofallen by disease. Women whose
bodies banished them from the community every momtiose who didn’t score so well on the
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lowa Test of Basic Skills. And then there were g@sthaps the worst kind of outsiders in the
religious community. Those whose jobs made them uncl¥an couldn’t choose your

deformity, but you could choose your work. There weregasibnals who made money by
taking it from others unfairly like tax collectors afbers. Or those who made money by defiling
themselves like prostitutes or swine herders. Didey #tnow better?

But Jesus had another word about being in right relatjpmsth God for the people - a
reordering word that would turn the world on its head lmfigiting the pecking order. For this
man who had the power to heal and forgive sins wouldwiifethe religious outcasts and tell the
most powerful and influential people in the city thateinting the keys to the kingdom had
nothing to do with what you knew but how you loved. ‘lidemercy, not sacrifice,” he says.
Mercy, not sacrifice. Compassion, not works, essntiét’s not that deeds were not important;
it's just that they were no longer the essential campbto salvation and so the people were
called not to order their lives around social and ralgioules but around love for others and for
God. | can tell you it would have been a whole heck lot easier on Jesus had this not been the
new law that he was called to call people to live Bgcrifice at least is predictable and easy to
identify. Universal truths about salvation and theisZian life are much easier to measure when
they are based solely on behavior instead of the tondif the heart. It keeps the ball in our
court, which we like, and | imagine Jesus would have liked tf it weren't for this new rule,
Jesus could have kept his distance from the folks thatdwoake him look so bad. He could
simply have laid out the priorities and waited to seledf would measure up. He could have kept
the peace with the powers that be by telling themttiet means of measuring success in the life
of faith were in fact the ones that everyone shawddy. It would have been much more
comfortable for him and probably would have kept himodthe cross. But instead he challenges
them, “Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire maroy sacrifice.” Like a new patch on an old
cloak, the old way of measuring grace will not work untierrtew order of
Christ. And this changes everything.

It seems that the church and even we ourselves spehdfeehergy on sacrifice but sure
can be slow to mercy. Ready to build clinics in thegje without first giving pause to listen to the
way the Spirit may be calling us to set aside our ggxtabout what is essential for everyone else.
Ready to define who is in and who is out. Ready to acabhow easy it is to ask others to
measure up, and yet find it so difficult to recall thalesus Christ the Christian life isn’t about
measuring up at all. It is instead about doing what Gododids in Jesus - meeting people where
they are. Reclining at the table and exchanging steria those who are sinful and broken, who
don’t share the same priorities or lead the same kil @nd letting them and everyone else
know that there is a new order based on love by tlyeyaa reflect the face of Christ to them. ‘I
desire mercy, not sacrifice.” Jesus said. What amtelfy more difficult word this is to live by, but
what an infinitely more freeing word it is for us tednr. Because if it were the other way around |
can guarantee you, with the third chapter of the bodkenfesis as my witness, when every
opportunity was in place for us to succeed and yet we siedaemly in sinning, none of us would
measure up. But instead, by Jesus Christ, we are sawvsdard word is also our good news.

Philip Yancey writes, “In every generation the ‘tatlectors and sinners’ will assume a
different appearance, but those who claim to be disagfldse Good Shepherd must diligently



seek ways of reaching out and drawing them into the baod@d’s people.”

Each and every day on the streets of Charlotte aodriplaces of work, in our families,
in our lives we are given the opportunity to bear wirtesthe one thing that will draw tax
collector and Pharisee and everyone in between dkercto God. We have the opportunity to
bear witness to his love. To have mercy on eviaglesperson we are otherwise so quick to
judge and by doing so to welcome the disruptive new ordearnGod who tells us that judgment
is his work, and proclaiming the love of Christ is ours.

May the Spirit grant us courage to follow the way of Gad of mercy, and the wisdom
to allow him to direct the steps. Amen.



