A WARNING AND A WELCOME

Mark 2: 13Once again Jesus went out beside the lake. A large crowd came to him, and he began to teach them. 14As he walked along, he saw Levi son of Alphaeus sitting at the tax collector's booth. "Follow me," Jesus told him, and Levi got up and followed him. 

 15While Jesus was having dinner at Levi's house, many tax collectors and "sinners" were eating with him and his disciples, for there were many who followed him. 16When the teachers of the law who were Pharisees saw him eating with the "sinners" and tax collectors, they asked his disciples: "Why does he eat with tax collectors and 'sinners'?" 

 17On hearing this, Jesus said to them, "It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick. I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners."


From Eastern Europe comes a story about the village schlemiel. "Schlemiel" is Yiddish for "fool." Every village has at least one, and if not, it may make one, because, for all the trouble they can cause, they can serve a useful purpose. Everyone else feels wiser and more virtuous by comparing  themselves with him. In one village, a particular schlemiel went through a daily morning routine by which he would butter his toast for breakfast, start to put it in his mouth, and then drop it on the floor, butter side down, on the same spot, where a widening stain showed that his toast had dropped every morning. Then he would say, "Oy, yoy, yoy, I am such a schlemiel."


But one morning this schlemiel buttered his toast, dropped it, and saw that it had landed butter side up. "Wow! I'm making headway here. I'm not such a schlemiel anymore!" With that he ran out of the house, down the street, and found a neighbor out for a walk and said, "Hey! You know how every morning I butter my toast and drop it on the floor, butter side down?"


And the neighbor replied, "Yes, we all know. That's why you're our village schlemiel."


And the man said, "But I'm not a schlemiel! Not any more. This morning, when I buttered my toast, and it fell to the floor, this time it landed butter side up!"


To which his neighbor replied, "Oh my friend, you are such a schlemiel, you even buttered the wrong side of your toast this morning."


Which only goes to show, once some communities have some persons pegged as their fools, they'll never let them off the hook, no matter how much they change. The same goes for their scapegoats, their enemies and their villains. Because some people feel the need to have such enemies and fools and foils to help them feel better about themselves by comparison. You know this is what's happening whenever we say, "Well, at least I don't.....(fill in the blank) like you-know-who (again, fill in the blank)."  In the way that the Pharisees stood off to the side and grumbled at how Jesus and his disciples were eating with the likes of Levi, I suspect there was some of that going on. Its not that they didn't have a legitimate complaint against Levi. It didn't help that tax collecting in First Century Palestine smelled of embezzlement, extortion and funny money, Enron-type accounting. When you paid taxes to the likes of Levi, you never knew how much really went to Rome or to Herod, or how much ended up in Levi's pocket. It helped even less that some of the coins Levi collected bore idolatrous images of Caesar with idolatrous inscriptions like, "Tiberius Caesar, Son of the Gods." So, not only was Levi a traitor and a law-breaker, in some people's eyes, he may have been ritually and religiously unclean for handling such things. Any Pharisee who dined with Levi, sharing his food and table, could be considered ritually and religiously unclean too. 


And yet, when Levi is showing signs of changing his ways, the Pharisees don't appear too eager to welcome him back into the life of Israel. Was there some sort of sick way in which they needed him to remain an outcast, a villain and a sinner?


But just as baffling is the way some people will take the negative labels they are given, own them, and then act them out with a vengeance. If you listen to much country-western music, you get the impression that the bars are full of people drinking themselves under the table just to spite the people who don't approve of all their drinking. As if to say, if you don't like me, I'm gonna get back at you by living down to your lowest expectations of me. At some point in his career as a tax collector for the Roman Empire, Levi probably made a similar decision. No one made him collect taxes, and he had to pay a repeated price in relationships for every day he stayed on the job.  There's hardness of heart on both sides of that divide.


But I must confess, there's a part of me that identifies with the Pharisees in this controversy. I keep remembering how my parents would sometimes tell me, at the tender young age of six or nine, not to go over to so-and-so's house, because he was a bad influence on me. And its not like they had no evidence of that. I rebelled and resisted that, because these friends always came up with what I thought were the most fun and exciting ideas to pass the time. But I began to see my parents' wisdom when I was 13 and one of my parents' least favorite friends of mine, Jimmy, suggested, "Hey, lets' run back and forth across the interstate." I thank God he didn't suggest that when I was younger, and didn't yet have the wisdom or the strength to say, as I did, "How stupid is that?" and “What if you lose?” 


And that's why the Pharisees were the Pharisees. The word “Pharisee” in Hebrew means, "the separated ones." They found all sorts of ways, by appearance and behavior and even space, to separate themselves from the rank and file around them, who were either pagans or half-breed Israelites or religiously unclean and unobservant Jews. They wouldn't be found hanging around the likes of Levi and his fellow tax collectors, not only because they didn't approve of collecting taxes for Caesar and clients, but because they could wind up religiously and ritually unclean.  


By hanging around and dining with Levi and his tax-collecting friends, Jesus is not approving or affirming those actions either. After all, when he called Levi to follow him, Levi not only heard a word of welcome, he must have heard a word of warning to leave behind his tax-collecting business, because he did leave it behind, to follow Jesus. 


If we spent a day following Jesus through Galilee, we might be excused for more readily confusing him with the Pharisees than with the tax collectors, until it came to dinner time. Jesus read the same Bible as the Pharisees, he prayed most of their same prayers, he worshiped with them in their synagogues, he believed, like they did, in angels, demons and life after death. Which is probably why he had most of his recorded arguments with the Pharisees: because they had the most in common to argue about. 


But one very important way in which Jesus differed with the Pharisees showed up at dinnertime. The Pharisees were so afraid that the uncleanness and immorality in people like Levi would contaminate themselves that they structured their lives around that fear, to keep themselves separate. So, they were "Pharisees" or "the separated ones." 


By contrast, Jesus was so confident that the cleanness and health and virtue within himself would overcome the uncleanness and immorality in the world about himself, that he boldly went forth to contact and cleanse the very uncleanness and immorality that the Pharisees feared and avoided. And he did so, not with fear and condemnation, but with love and power to heal. 


But that doesn't mean I should have joined Jimmy in running across the interstate for sport. Nor does it mean that a recovering alcoholic should do friendship evangelism in a tavern. We all have different thresholds of resistance against different temptations that we should respect. But it does mean that our orientation toward this scary world should not be one of fear, like that of the Pharisees, but of love, like that of Jesus. Our choices in life all come down to those two basic things: love or fear.  


But I see people getting stuck in fear-based relationships all the time. Either they get stuck in needing and making enemies, inferiors or scapegoats, or they get stuck in playing the roles of enemies, inferiors and scapegoats. Back in the 1970's I remember going to hear evangelists and  revivalists, to get my faith revived, of course. Some of them, like Billy Graham, I'm grateful for. But some of them would include, in their revival ministry, sermons intended to whip up our fear of Communists, and of what terrible things they intended to do to us. Not only the Communists in Russia, China and Vietnam, but the Communists lurking on our school boards and our county boards of commissioners. And if we were sufficiently fearful, angry and ready to march on city hall or take up arms against them, then we knew we were sufficiently revived. 


Thirty years later, I now know that we had confused fear with faith. And now that there are high profile voices in the churches whipping up similar fear and frenzy against Iran and the Palestinians, I don't intend to fall for that again. We know where that can lead. I just want to do like Jesus, and issue an equal-opportunity welcome to all people to repent and to reconcile through him, and an equal opportunity warning to all who refuse.


My fear of all this enemy-baiting goes up every election year, not because I'm afraid of airing legitimate and important debates and disagreements. I'm not. That's what democracy is for. Rather, its when I hear language from all sides of the political spectrum that tries to generate fear through the use of overly simplistic labels, which tries to make me angry and afraid about "those liberals” or  "those conservatives,” labeling people as  “patriots” or “traitors,” true Americans or anti-Americans, that I resent being manipulated and talked down to. No party or side is entirely free of that tendency to define "us" by defining,  "them" in the scariest and most simplistic terms, thereby  turning neighbors whose voices deserve to be heard into enemies to be vanquished and silenced. The church of Jesus Christ, knowing itself to be peopled by sinners in need of help, made up of humans with only partial pieces of truth, should never fall prey to such fear-driven divide and conquer games. 



But Jesus, by seeking out the company of people like Levi and dining with them, is serving notice that his is a kingdom that has no need for scapegoats, rejects or enemies for there to be unity or identity—that's the scandalously wide welcome part of his message and his ministry. He is also serving notice that if there are to be  enemies to this newly reconstituted Israel that is taking shape around the table with himself and Levi, they'll have to make enemies of themselves in the same way that some Pharisees are doing, standing off with their arms folded in disgust, wagging their heads at the schlemiels and the ne'er-do-wells dining with him. That one can make himself an enemy of this peaceful kingdom is the strict warning implied in this story, the flip side of the dinner table welcome to Levi. 


But maybe I'm selling the Pharisees short. If they read the same Bible that Jesus did, then they too looked forward to the great banquet of repentance and reconciliation, promised by the prophets, to which God would bring all of Israel's exiles, both those in external exile, from India to Persia to Spain, and the internal exiles, the unclean, the unwell, the formerly loose, lax and  unobservant Israelites, and the sinners, like Levi. Such a reunion feast was promised by prophets such as Isaiah, through whom God said, “I will prepare a feast of rich food for all peoples, a banquet of aged wine--the best of meats and the finest of wines. On this mountain he will destroy the shroud that enfolds all peoples, the sheet that covers all nations; he will swallow up death forever. The Sovereign Lord will wipe away the tears from all faces; he will remove the disgrace of his people from all the earth."


So when Jesus sat down at table with Levi and his friends, it was not only an effective, strategic act of friendship evangelism. It was, but it was more than that. It was also a parable in action about God's offer and promise of  a coming feast of reconciliation for all the earth. And it was a declaration that such a feast is now being served.


Because you didn't have to wait for the final Day of the Lord for that reunion around the table of the kingdom of God. You could get in on the appetizers even now, both Jesus and the Pharisees would have agreed. If you asked the Pharisees how to get ready and worthy of that banquet, they would say, "Repent of your evil deeds." That's what Jesus said, too. And what Levi obviously did. And then the Pharisees would say, "Amend your life to live as a citizen of this coming kingdom, and make amends to any you have injured." Jesus said that too.  And then the Pharisees would  say, "But first make sure you go the Temple and offer the prescribed sacrifices to show your repentance, to cleanse your uncleanness, and to atone for your  sins of extortion and embezzlement. Surely, as a former tax collector, Levi, you can afford to cough up money for a lamb or a goat or a cow.  And then we can eat together at the table of reconciliation, both now and in the age to come."


And this is where Jesus and the Pharisees parted company. Yes, sometimes he said to those he had healed of leprosy, "Go show yourself to the priests and offer a sacrifice, for a testimony to your healing." But never did Jesus demand of a penitent sinner that he go offer a lamb or a pigeon in his place for his sins. Because a new covenant had been promised, and Christ himself is the final and perfect sacrifice in it for all sins, once and for all. 


For the Pharisees, that was a shocking and provocative omission. With Jesus here, no institution, like the priesthood, controls or dispenses the grace of God anymore. All that one must do now to show their repentance is to ask and accept forgiveness, amend one's life, make amends and seek to reconcile to others whom they have injured, and embrace Christ as their Lord and as their High Priest, who justifies them. And anywhere you were along that path, you were welcome to the table with Jesus, as a sign of that full feast of reconciliation already taking shape. You'd even find Jesus at the table with those grudging and reluctant Pharisees. I always thought that, after he told them, “Its the sick who need a doctor,” someone among them should have realized, “Hey, he eats with us too! Does that mean that we're sick, too?”


Yes, it does. Sick with sin, just as Levi was, but in a different way. Sick with the need to justify oneself by comparing oneself with others. Sick with the need to have enemies, inferiors and scapegoats. Jesus is now convening a new community that would need no enemies, inferiors or scapegoats. Which means that no one could justify themselves by comparing themselves with others. All would equally need to throw themselves upon a boundless mercy that was equally available to all. A community that needs no enemies or outsiders to stay together? That's a very strange, almost meaningless kind of identity for many people. 


But for the Pharisees, what really got their goat (pun intended) was that Jesus was declaring and demonstrating a new way of forgiveness, cleansing, reconciliation and restoration that totally side-stepped the temple and the need for animal sacrifices. Oh, for scary. How can we control who comes to the feast of the kingdom now? That could even lead to Gentiles getting a place at the table. And it did.


But this wasn't entirely new. It should never have surprised the Pharisees, who read the same Bible as Jesus, and who would have heard Jeremiah say, in chapter 31: "The time is coming," declares the LORD, "when I will make a new covenant with the house of Israel and with the house of Judah. It will not be like the covenant I made with their forefathers when I took them by the hand to lead them out of Egypt, because they broke my covenant, though I was a husband to them, " declares the LORD.  "This is the covenant I will make with the house of Israel after that time," declares the LORD. "I will put my law in their minds and write it on their hearts. I will be their God, and they will be my people.  No longer will a man teach his neighbor,  or a man his brother, saying, 'Know the LORD,' because they will all know me,  from the least of them to the greatest,"  declares the LORD. "For I will forgive their wickedness  and will remember their sins no more."  In that promise of a new covenant, no mention is made of a temple or of sacrifices. God will do directly,  in our hearts and lives, anywhere, any time, what priests and sacrifices used to do in Jerusalem


And now this promised New Covenant is being instituted with Jesus, around the table with the likes of  Levi and other tax collectors and sinners--including the well-meaning Pharisees-- as a picture of the promised kingdom of God. And more people are still joining the feast around the table today.


The challenge for us, then, is two-fold. Do we have the courage to accept our own place at the table with Jesus and Levi and any Pharisees who accepted the invitation, not because of our own worthiness, but because of our repentance, and because of a welcome so wide and a grace so extravagant? Because of the boundless hospitality of the Host himself?  And secondly, do we have the courage to make space around that same table for others no less deserving, and no more, than ourselves? Even when some of those new partners at the table have scared us, they were so different, even at odds with us in the past? If so, do we have the courage to live without the need to rank people and compare ourselves with others? To have a new sense of "us" that requires no big, bad scary "them" to hold us together? To choose love over fear, and the freedom to have no need for enemies or scapegoats or bad people to help us feel better about ourselves? If so, we will need to be as strict about our own fear-driven actions and our attitudes as we are forgiving of ourselves and others. Jesus pulled that off, to the surprise of so many, and by his grace, so can we.
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