Grace and peace from God our Father, the source of love, God the Son, our co-heir to the kingdom, and God’s very Spirit who were together in the beginning and will be together in eternity where those will be together with them in eternity. Amen.
     “Follow me.’ These two simple words were spoken to a tax collector that changed everything. Jesus was not inviting Matthew to take a stroll with him, but a new way of life. This turned everything on its head. Let me explain. Tax collectors were the most despised people in ancient Israel.  They worked for the Roman occupiers and oppressors, taxing their own people for the amounts Romans demanded from each person and that amount could be oppressive to the family, making it difficult for the family, the most who lived at a subsistence level yet the tax collectors demanded more often times taking more than what was required and put the excess amount in their own pocket. There was no middle class nor safety net. This society had the wealthy at the very top with the majority living at a subsistence level. If folks earned more, they were taxed more so it was next to impossible to move up the economic scale. This fit the honor/shame society where someone would bring dishonor if they were to be at a higher level than what was perceived. This was the model that caused the economic elite from co-mingling with tax collectors and whom they perceived to be sinners. They felt they were not sinners because they perceived they kept the law and were pure, and they had loopholes when necessary. This is ironic to us because we know no one is without sin. Of course, it is much easier to others sin than our own. The honor/shame model is what kept Jesus being recognized as the Messiah by his hometown folks and others since they knew him as a carpenter and yet he was claiming to be much higher on the societal scale. When the religious leaders asked pointed questions to shame Jesus, they did so since the honor/shame scale was a zero-sum game. However, Jesus turned the tables with his answers and increased in honor while the religious leaders reduced their honor and increased their shame, since they could not trip up Jesus they then plotted and carried out his death through crucifixion. When Jesus was honored, the religious leader reduced their honor and increased their shame. By eliminating this threat, they shifted shame unto Jesus by the way he was executed and they re-gained heir honor. Many viewed tax collectors as being the lowest of the low and were viewed by many as traitors who were unworthy of love or redemption.  These are not people you would deal with or would want to associate with, certainly not have them at your dinner table. Yet, when Jesus encountered Matthw, instead of shaming him and pointing out his despicable actions, Jesus simply said “follow me,” not the expected get away from me and sin no more. Why would Jesus tell Matthew, or all people to follow him? Well, the answer would be where others saw someone who greedy and cheated his own people in conjunction with the oppressors, Jesus saw someone who needed grace. When others saw a thief, Jesus saw a disciple which plays out where Matthew becomes an Apostle, and the Gospel the Book of Matthew is attributed to him as author. The gospel transforms. Quite a transformation for a sinner. Jesus doesn’t just call the perfect — no one is perfect- Jesus calls the willing. Jesus steps into our ordinary lives, meeting us right where we are, and invites us into something extraordinary.
     Follow me – two simple two words that lead to eternal life. It doesn’t make any difference who you are. It doesn’t matter if you feel worthy. Jesus accepts you for who you are – he died for everyone, including you. So, I say to you today – follow him. Notice that Matthew didn’t argue. Matthew didn’t hesitate. Matthew walked away from everything he had built — a life of taking from others to their detriment and his advantage and he stepped into a life of serving. He began by having Jesus at a supper which was his first act as a disciple and invited everyone no one else would.  The religious leaders couldn’t understand this. Their idea of holiness was to stay separate. Jesus revealed that true holiness restores, it does not avoid. Jesus does not avoid the messiness inn people’s life, he pulls up a chair and sits with them. Think of these churches that do not allow others to share the eucharist with them, God’s grace doesn’t wait for us to show up to church — it sends us out and walk right into where people live. We then rely on God’s very Spirit to send all to church. One important way to do this is to serve those in need, however we do that where people can see Jesus through our service.
     Matthew’s supper was attended by tax collectors and sinners. Sinners, just like us. And Jesus is still offering that invitation today. He says to each of you “follow me.”  In self-examination we look for how we hide behind for comfort or control. Is it our success, economic indictors or regret or fear. Regardless, by grace Jesus sees who we are and what we can become. It is important and as a person and faith community we do not dwell in the past but consider the future what we can become when we follow Jesus. When Jesus said follow me Matthew didn’t make excuses why he couldn’t, he didn’t argue he followed. Jesus doesn’t call the qualified, he qualifies the called.
     Jesus tells us it is not the healthy who need a doctor but the sick signifying he does not want to condemn us but rather invite us to follow him. After all, we all fall short of the glory of God but we strive to be more like Jesus wants us to be. Our faith community isn’t so much a country club where we focus on being self-indulging and comfortable but rather more like a medical clinic where we all need healing in our own way. Jesus didn’t come to find perfect people but rather to heal the honest ones who can face their shortcomings.
     Using the example of Jesus, we self-examine to determine what we are holding unto for comfort or control and then respond to Jesus’ invitation without hesitation as we invite others into grace this coming week. Go and follow and offer God’s grace to those who need it.
Amen.

