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The ministry of Jesus begins with his assembling a team of disciples. As we saw last week, he starts by calling Peter. By enlisting the fisherman who is not so sure of his faith, Jesus shows that even doubters are called. That is good news for many in today’s age of skepticism.

After Peter, Jesus goes looking for more disciples. He is in Capernaum, the Galilean town on the shores of Lake Gennesaret that he has made his adopted home. Walking along the lake one day, Jesus comes to the local toll booth, and there sits Levi, the tax collector. Jesus recognizes him because all Capernaum knows Levi. 

Although he is a Jew like everybody else in town, Levi has a contract with Rome to collect tolls on the road to Capernaum. Any goods that pass that way are to be taxed for the emperor, and Levi has the power to assess the fee. He pays the Romans what his contract requires and keeps the extra for himself. He is getting rich.

Everyone in Roman-occupied Israel assumes tax collectors are cheating their own people. They have sold out for shekels. Tax collectors like Levi are seen as traitors not only to the nation but also to the religion of the Hebrew people. They might as well be on the side of Pharaoh.

By this point in Mark’s gospel, Jesus has established himself as a popular figure. His fame as a healer of various infirmities has spread far and wide. His has gained renown as a preacher. People are flocking to see him. Jesus is something of a local celebrity, a hero to many in town. He risks squandering all of that by consorting with the least popular man in Capernaum. 

Levi is a collaborator. People in Capernaum are convinced he is the worst kind of sinner. Imagine their surprise when Jesus walks down the road one day to the toll booth and chooses Levi to be part of his inner circle of followers. 

But that is the way it is with Jesus. He shows no interest in maintaining the charades about each other that we all thrive on. He is truly post-partisan, opting instead to shake up the status quo by running with the undesirables and the unpredictables in town. He calls the most offensive, outlandish, and provocative people to be his followers. It is as if Jesus were calling Bernie Madoff, Sarah Palin, and Jon Stewart to be part of his team. Maybe throw in Al Sharpton and Glenn Beck. Add Howard Stern and you get the idea: a little something to provoke everyone. 

“Who is this Christ,” asks Rainer Maria Rilke, “who interferes with everything?”

Jesus breaks barriers, crosses lines, steps on social and religious convention, and builds a team of people who would not be on anyone’s list of those destined for spiritual leadership. In other words, he invites people like us. Even sinners are called.

We tend to think of sin as disqualifying us from being able to follow Jesus. I remember offering communion once in a congregation I served in seminary. Many people stayed in the pews and did not come forward to receive the elements. I asked some of them about it after the service and they said they did not deserve the sacrament because of their sin.

We assume that with all the ways we violate the expectations God has of us we are no longer of much use to the Almighty. On the contrary, Jesus is in the market for precisely such individuals. 

To his credit, Levi gets it. He knows that Jesus has gone out on a limb for him. He throws a banquet to celebrate. All the other reprobates in town – his only friends – are there. He wants all his people to know that he has changed. What a shock it must have been to his wayward buddies – let alone to the scribes and Pharisees. In choosing Levi, Jesus manages to scandalize just about everyone in Capernaum – but good for Levi. Giving up all his privilege to follow this Galilean do-gooder. Giving it all up for him! 

What must puzzle Levi’s errant pals, as well as the religious leaders in town, is why Jesus would choose such a man. They know what he has done to get where he is. Levi is no religious zealot, no sweetly pious man, no ascetic of the desert. He is a local power broker who lords it over his neighbors with impunity. Why does Jesus call such a person to be part of his inner circle? 

He does it, I think, for at least three reasons:

First, Jesus wants to stop us from judging others. It may be tempting for us to decide smugly that so-and-so is hopeless, or that he is so awful that he deserves the worst, or that she is evil incarnate, but that is not the way God sees it. By calling Levi Jesus shows that he writes off no one. Nobody is beyond redemption. No one is a lost cause. No one’s sin – whatever it may be – puts him or her out of God’s reach. 

Television preacher Pat Robertson said in the days after the earthquake in Haiti that the people on that island long ago made a pact with the devil, implying that God had unleashed the natural disaster on them in response. I have not yet said anything about Robertson’s comments, hoping that he might retract them – but he has not done that. He and others famously said the same thing about New Orleans and Katrina, about the whole country and September 11, and about gay men and AIDS. Disasters and pandemics are God’s punishment for transgression. The Haitians’ sin, in this view, brought on the earthquake. 

Declarations like that give religion, especially ours, a bad name. 

Setting aside Robertson’s dubious read of Haitian history, what troubles me most about his assertion is the theological assumption behind it. There is nothing gospel, nothing good news, about a God that keeps score in the sky and lashes out at those who are the losers down here on earth. God is no divine terrorist who determines that someone deserves to suffer because they have fallen short. By that standard who would win God’s favor? 

Human sin neither invites heavenly retribution nor condones earthly vengeance. Religion – of whatever stripe – that encourages judgment of others, when taken to an extreme, can lead to bombing mosques in Baghdad and burning churches in India and shooting doctors in Kansas. Jesus will have nothing to do with such religion. His call to Levi, the very public sinner of Capernaum, signals that he sees things differently from those who would condemn. Judging others is not to be part of the reign of God.

Second, Jesus wants us not to ignore our own sinfulness. Rather than being simply religious rule-breaking, sin is a way of life – our way of life – that keeps putting distance between us and God, between us and neighbor. If sin were merely a list of specific deeds that displease and anger God then there would be those who could perfect themselves and leave sin behind. That is not how the Apostle Paul sees it. In his letter to the church in Rome he says, “There is no distinction (among us), since all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God.” (Romans 3:23-24) 

Levi is no different from the rest of us, and we are no different from him.

Sin is often overlooked these days, including in Christian worship. We resist the word because it sounds so dark and negative. One church’s prayer of confession printed in the bulletin began, “Let us pray: Our communication with Jesus tends to be too infrequent to experience the transformation in our lives You want us to have.” That sounds more like an explanation than a prayer. Why not, simply, “We have sinned. We are sorry.”

Or in the words of the psalmist, “Consider my affliction, and forgive all my sins.” (Psalm 25:16)
John Calvin understood sin as alienation from God. He argued that we have an inescapable tendency to violate the image of God in ourselves and in others. That is why Presbyterian worship always includes a payer of confession. We live in a state from which we continually need redemption. We cannot help but wander from the one who created us and loved us.

I do not embrace the traditional view of original sin, however, as if we were created in wretchedness. On the contrary, deep within each of us is the goodness of God’s image. We bear it along in life whether we recognize it or not. In my office I have a plaque from the island of Iona. It offers a bit of Celtic wisdom: Bidden or not bidden, God is present. All the effort we undertake in life to put distance between us and God, and between us and neighbor, cannot undo the fact that God’s goodness is already and irrevocably ours. We wander from it, yes. We waste it, yes. We lose sight of it, yes. But we are never abandoned by the grace of God.

We sin when we live as if God were not there. We put ourselves at the center. We try to displace God. That leads to greed and pride, to injustice and violence, to despair and apathy. We live faithfully when we acknowledge all that; Levi is not the only sinner in town. 

The third thing we learn in the call of Levi by Jesus is that the reign of God is fundamentally about forgiveness. In the end, God’s grace is all that matters, and nothing will stop it. Not even a clever tax collector who has made out like a bandit can impede the movement of God’s grace as it comes down the street. That grace is so powerful it picks that tax collector up out of his booth and marches him home to a dinner party of repentance and new life. It knocks Zacchaeus, another tax collector, out of a sycamore tree and into the arms of Jesus. It pops Matthew, yet another tax collector, out of the toll booth and into his dining room for a turning-around-his-life meal with Jesus.

Levi does not ask for Jesus’ help. He does not run to Jesus offering to change his ways. He does not say, with the psalmist,

“Turn to me and be gracious to me, for I am lonely and afflicted. Relieve the troubles of my heart, and bring me out of my distress.” (Psalm 25:17-18)

Levi does nothing of the sort. Instead, Jesus comes to him, unbidden, and invites him into a different life, not because Levi has earned it or has it coming to him, but because that is how God works. 
Reinhold Niebuhr said, “Forgiveness is the final form of love.” 

Jesus demonstrates that from the cross when he says, “Father, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”

If our Christian faith means anything at all, it at least means that we must learn to forgive. Nothing more clearly and immediately shows the love of God than an authentic word of forgiveness, especially when it is not sought. When we receive such a word ourselves, we catch a glimpse of the reign of God. 

It is good news that when Jesus sets out to call his disciples, after enlisting skeptical Peter, he goes down the road to Levi’s tax house. 

There we learn that even sinners are called. 

Thanks be to God.

Amen.

Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace;

Be of good courage;

Hold fast to that which is good;

Render to no person evil for evil.

Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak;

Heal the afflicted.

Honor all people,

Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.

“Even Sinners are Called”
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