Proper 5A; 2™ Sunday after Pentecost
Sermon 6.7.26

Matthew 9:9-13, 18-26

As Jesus was walking along, he saw a man called Matthew sitting at the tax booth; and he
said to him, “Follow me.” And he got up and followed him. And as he sat at dinner in the
house, many tax collectors and sinners came and were sitting with him 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 come to call not the righteous but sinners”

While he was saying these things to them, suddenly a leader of the synagogue came in and
knelt before him, saying, “My daughter has just died; but come and lay your hand on her,
and she will live” And Jesus got up and followed him, with his disciples. Then suddenly a
woman who had been suffering from hemorrhages for twelve years came up behind him
and touched the fringe of his cloak, for she said to herself, “If I only touch his cloak, I will be
made well” Jesus turned, and seeing her he said, “Take heart, daughter; your faith has made
you well” And instantly the woman was made well. When Jesus came to the leader’s house
and saw the flute players and the crowd making a commotion, he said, “Go away; for the
girl is not dead but sleeping” And they laughed at him. But when the crowd had been put
outside, he went in and took her by the hand, and the girl got up. And the report of this
spread throughout that district. (309)

I didn't watch Mtv as a kid. We didn’t have cable so I couldn’t watch it, so-called
music television that had music videos on heavy rotation the same way commercial radio
had long featured pop songs. But some videos broke through to me, through the bubble
that was my rural setting and my cheap parents, a proud history of refusing “to pay for
junk?” “White Wedding,” by Billy Idol. “Thriller,” by Michael Jackson, whose epic video was
directed by filmmaker John Landis. “Dancing in the Dark,” by Bruce Springsteen.

That one featured Springsteen playing a live show, a full stadium. Standing room
only crowd. The camera focuses on him most of the time, a dynamic performer though in
this concert not playing the guitar, just singing and dancing in that 80s way all over the
stage, having a great time. A few times the camera pans the crowd, and once and then
maybe again it focuses on one smiling face, a young woman standing right up front. She’s
dancing just like Springsteen, and then when, late in the song, over the bridge and into
when it breaks down to its elements, the lyrics have him sing-shout, “Hey, baby!” he

reaches out a hand to her and the camera turns to take in her face, coming to



comprehension. He’s inviting her on the stage! She’s going to get to dance with him on
stage!

She’s wearing jeans and a t-shirt, and has short brown hair, not at all glammed up
the way the dancers were in other videos. Just a girl in the crowd, just randomly picked to
share the stage with the Boss. She just happened to be at this concert on this tour, and it
would all be so perfect it would go on to become the official video for this soon-to-be
classic example of the pop-rock anthem, an all-American form. Such spontaneity! So in the
moment!

Turns out though, she wasn't just a girl in the crowd. She wasn't randomly picked,
and though she might have been someone who'd wear jeans and a t-shirt (I mean, who
isn't?) she likely had been furnished with these jeans and that t-shirt. And ten years later,
she’d go on to star in one of the most watched tv shows of my young adulthood, “Friends.
Courtney Cox: she'd go on to play Monica Gellar for the next ten years.

Turns out, she was an actress and this live show was both that but also staged for
the video footage for the music video everyone knew they were making, even the audience,
and not least this young actress who was not taken by surprise to find herself on stage but
whose headshot had probably made it to the top of the pile and who probably
screen-tested for the part. YouTube comments have one commenter claiming to have been
at that show, to have heard the song played several times through until the director
deemed to have gotten all the footage needed, which no one minded. It seems the audience
loved being both audience and in the production to come.

And I don't think I minded so much either. When I found out, sometime during the
long run of “Friends” on tv, that Monica had been that girl in the crowd, that girl an entire
generation of girls might have thought could have been them, I don’t remember feeling
fooled or disappointed, though I should have figured it out. You can't build a production of
such high stakes with just the people closest to hand.

Except Matthew in his tax booth. Except any of the disciples, come to think of it.

I mean, I guess there’s room to play here. There’s room to wonder what exactly
qualified in Jesus’ mind the right person, the right people, to whom to issue his call: “Hey,
baby!” No, rather: “Follow me” I'm sure there are those who've supposed there was some

quality Jesus was looking for, if not screen-tested then at least some quality, if barely



perceviable, that had Jesus call those whom he did and not call all the many he didn’t, some
worthiness or some righteousness or some charisma or untapped power, some apparent
capacity to handle the fact that things were about to get weird and amazing and eventually
very scary. I mean, it can’t be simply those who were most likely to drop what they were
doing, to leave their very lives (at least for a long while) and to do something completely
different-weird and amazing and eventually very scary.

I mean, that’s hardly a recipe for success, with ingredients like that.

The first to receive the call according to Matthew were Simon Peter and his brother
Andrew. Then there were James and his brother John. These were all fishermen, Simon and
Andrew in their boat, James and John on shore mending their nets. To these, earlier in this
gospel narrative, Jesus, having come across them as he walked along the shore of the Sea of
Galilee, simply said, “Follow me,” and they did, leaving their boats, leaving their nets.

And there might have been some reason why Jesus chose these four. There might
have been something unique about them, something plump with possibility, not just some
availability or some lack or something for which they perhaps quietly yearned.

That said, the ordinariness of these four, not to mention their latent availability,
seem a subtle insistence of the story. That they were fishermen, which a lot of men were
then, that they were right at the shore with their equipment and their fellow fishermen,
that they were young and likely illiterate and very likely without any wealth except what
they could produce through their work: the gospel narratives seem to insist that those
called to follow Jesus really were those who were simply close to hand when time came.

And time had come.

Those earliest called, those first four, were so called right after Jesus had returned
to civilization. Following his time in the wilderness tempted by the devil and tested by the
Holy Spirit to see whether he was up to serving as the Christ, he returned and took up the
task of ministry, proclaiming the good news of God’s reign, teaching in that spirit and
curing every disease and clearing up every encounter with unholy spirits—which were all
things, apparently, better done with disciples, with people following in his way.

The call of the rest of the twelve goes unnarrated in the Gospel of Matthew, until

this one, the call of Matthew, which might be why this gospel is attributed to “Matthew.” A



tax collector, he had been sitting in his tax booth, an imperial toll booth, whereby he’d have
gained few friends in the system, few friends in his small society.

Tax collectors were Jews who worked for the empire. As such, they did little to help
build the wealth and power of their people. They rather skimmed off the top to enrich the
empire whose business was in owning and exploiting, dominating and overtaking. There'd
have been a tax levied on nearly every endeavor among the people, any work to sustain
their livelihoods done under the oppressive auspices of Rome. Fish would be taxed, caught
as they were in the empire’s lakes and waterways. Grain would be taxed, grown as it was on
the empire’s land, just as livestock would be taxed as it grazed on imperial fields. This tax
booth, in sum, might have been very busy.

And while these tax monies might have gone into making life better for those within
its rule-roads, aqueducts, infrastructure for the people even in the furthest flung
outposts-it also might have gone into making life gilded for those who ruled-ballrooms,
arenas, and the like.

Very little context is given as to where this (Matthew’s tax booth) was, where indeed
this encounter between Matthew and Jesus took place. It’s not clear what sort of tax
Matthew’s placement here might have been meant to collect, or how much leeway Matthew
might have been free to exercise over what amount he collected. Any given tax collector
might have collected over and above what was actually owed, something to pocket for
himself.

There were a lot of reasons why tax collectors weren't beloved among their people.

Just so, this whole encounter seems placed here to give rise to the confrontation
that would follow, when many tax collectors and sinners would come to follow just as
Matthew had, following in the way he apparently made, would come to sit with Jesus and
his disciples and even to eat with them. This had the Pharisees take notice, and take
offence. “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” they would demand
of the other disciples. And it would be easy to think of this as one more example of the
Pharisees being a bunch of pearl-clutchers, people who took offence at every little thing
anyone might do outside the lines.

But the fact is taking offence at tax collectors wasn't an overreaction. It was

common sense. Tax collectors were offensive, many of them even corrupt. And even when



not, they did operate in violation of their own people. And the Pharisees were sticking up
for those whom they called their own.

Jesus' reply to their offense, then: “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”

Like with this conversation taking place nowadays here and there: what to do about
the MAGA faithful as they, one by one, lose their faith. What to do about the people whose
convictions were founded on lies, whose public manner in the last decade has been in
violation of the public trust, and whose voting brought us to this place of breathtaking
corruption and utter betrayal of “we the people” What do those of us who've been
operating all along within the boundaries of our constitutional order do about the people
who got on the Trump train and now are, if only a portion of them, one by one, getting off.
Do we welcome them back into the fold? Heather Cox Richardson says, “Yes.” Jonathan V.
Last says an ambivalent, “No.

But, “I desire mercy, not sacrifice”

Hmm.

It's not clear what the disciples were for in the gospels. Each of the four gospel
narratives have a different attitude about them, but all four seem to agree that it’s not clear
precisely what they were for. We see them run assistance from time to time. They're sent
out in pairs to do their own teaching and healing, given authority in Jesus' name, and it
seems they were successful at that, but they (apparently) didn't do it more than once or
twice. More often, they simply followed Jesus on his itinerant ministry, followed while also
bickering among themselves or puzzled by what Jesus had to say or overreacting to some
moment of provocation.

Sure, when it came to Jesus entering Jerusalem, a couple of them went ahead to
secure a room for them to share in their Passover remembrance while others secured the
donkey on whose back Jesus would ride through the city gate.

And, sure, their purpose is clearer in the book of Acts, the Acts of the Apostles
written by the same writer who wrote the Gospel of Luke. In Acts, they become the main
actors of the gospel, the ones to continue in the work of Jesus’ ministry following his

crucifixion, death, resurrection, and ascension. The disciples would take up the mantle of



ministry. Empowered and moved by the Holy Spirit, they would organize the movement
that would become the church. They would continue in the tradition of teaching and
healing and building up the reign of God in our midst.

But amidst the earlier events of the gospels, it’s not clear what the disciples were for.

Which might be why gathering them really could amount to inviting any along who
were closest to hand, inviting any and all who were within earshot and unlikely to be too
wedded to what they were currently doing. There were no special qualifications except
availability. There was no skillset especially needed for this endeavor. It's just people.

It’s just people.

I have an acquaintance I keep in touch with from college. She’s in a similar stage of
life as I am. She has quite intensively parented in the last couple decades and now her
children are “grown and flown,” as she says. Struggling to figure out what comes next for
her, she had an idea to bounce off me. “I'm not really religious,” she said in a recent phone
call, which I know, “but the UCC church nearby has a choir and I like to sing” Remembering
that this is my denomination (our denomination) she wondered of me, “Is a UCC church a
good one to go to if youre not all that religious?”

Well, it'’s not the punchiest mission statement out there, the jab that “UCC” stands
for “Unitarians Considering Christ” All due respect to the Unitarians out there, this isn’t the
strongest conviction to grab someone by. I don't love it.

On the other hand, being a gathering of people whose purpose is as open ended as
the purpose the disciples seem to have been set to means that people can come because
they sense a call, however vague, a yearning, however quiet, some delicate suspicion that
there’s something here of value to be had: it means that people can come because they're
not even quite sure what they’re meant here to do, just that they're meant to do it with
other people who share in that quiet yearning that there truly is something here of value to
be had. It means the pull can presuppose the purpose, the purpose showing up only once
the being together has started.

There’s a book I'm poking my way through. Kept on my Kindle and therefore
convenient when I'm stuck anywhere without my hard copies of things to read, it is Why

Religion Went Obsolete by Christian Smith, a scholar of sociology whom I respect.



One reason it seems religion has gone obsolete has to do with this strange apparent
purposelessness. The difficulty of being in relationship with other people without a clear
task to justify those relationships and their attendant frustrations, and without clear
qualifications as to who's doing what and why: the stubborn fact that church congregations
are simply to be gatherings of people so gathered. We're not here to do anything in
particular, though we might eventually decide to do this thing or that. We're not here to
accomplish anything in particular, and indeed the accomplishment of the thing that gives us
hope-that is, salvation and restoration of the whole creation to be at peace-is something
we very clearly can’'t accomplish. Not on our own, at least. Truly, we're not here having been
screen-tested that the Boss would rightly invite us onto his stage. We're here because
of...why? And we're here to do precisely...what?

The thing is, we're at this moment in history that’s never been before and could only
hardly have been guessed at a century ago, or even a decade ago, except by the most
imaginative minds. Speculative fiction, so-called science fiction, imagined this moment, but
I for one never did-that we might truly not need one another going forward. That being in
relationship with another human being, to say nothing of many other human beings, might
truly be elective going forward, and (worse) might truly be something commonly felt as
more trouble than it's worth. Al, artificial intelligence, can be exceptionally easy to get
along with. “Claude” is ever conciliatory, will never argue with you. “Chat” will indeed flatter
you, even while helping you fashion your own noose. (True story.) People can glide to their
doom while interacting with what's artificial. And it all might feel easier, but it’s not better.
It's not good.

Here, however, is something in all manner not artificial. Here indeed is something
real. And it might be nettlesome, and it might be frustrating, and it might be unimpressive,
indeed ordinary. But, turns out, that’s what time it is, ordinary time, the longest season of
the church year when we just settle in. Ahead are many, many months of no high holidays,
just our hilltop gatherings in this old meeting house, this laboratory of relationship, and
whatever purpose arrives among us to make real the good news in people’s lives.

I look forward to what that might be.

Thanks be to God.



