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“Now all the tax collectors and sinners were coming near to listen to him.”  All the tax collectors?  All the sinners?  Surely Luke the gospel writer was exaggerating the number a bit, but we get the point:  Jesus did have an amazing ability to draw large crowds.  His reputation as a miracle-maker was a big attraction, of course.  But add to that his charismatic warmth and welcome, his quick wit, his creative thinking, his profound theological insights, his extraordinary ability as a storyteller – all together it gave Jesus this sort of star quality, which drew people to him as if by the most powerful magnet imaginable.


True, some came, not so much attracted to Jesus himself, but just because their friends were there, or just because they’d seen a crowd gathering and were curious about what was going on, or just because it was something different to do, a bit of excitement to break the day’s monotony.  But lots of other people came because something about Jesus himself drew them to him.  Yes, for many, the attraction was his reputation as a healer.  Often the crowds were full of people who were physically infirm or mentally ill, who came there or were carried there to receive the healing touch of Jesus.


But, in today’s story, the crowd is different.  Of course, a few Pharisees and scribes were there, the ubiquitous grumblers criticizing Jesus and most unhappy about his ability to draw a crowd.  But in this story there is no mention of people who are sick or paralyzed or what they called “demon-possessed.”  The bulk of this crowd is composed of tax collectors and sinners.


Tax collectors:  they were really, really hated by the Jewish community of that day because the tax collectors were Jews who were working for Rome, extracting taxes from their fellow Jews and known to skim off the top, to take for themselves more than their salary.  Tax collectors weren’t welcome in any Jewish home.  And the sinners, well, that’s certainly a catchall for a variety of unseemly conditions, but whatever the particular sin, sinners were considered unclean and were shunned.  So, the crowd that day was composed of a whole lot of the community’s rejects, a whole lot of people whom the so-called “righteous” had labeled bad, nasty, unclean, a whole lot of people who’d been judged by the righteous and damned by the righteous and labeled “lost.”  These were the people who, on that day, came near to listen to Jesus.  It’s likely, though, that many other tax collectors and sinners weren’t there, didn’t come to Jesus, because Jesus was a rabbi and therefore a member of the religious establishment.

Surely there must have been some who’d been rejected by the religious establishment who then turned their backs on the religious establishment and on anybody connected to it, they sort of rejecting the rejecters, turning their backs on organized religion.  We know that happens today, and it probably happened back then, too.

But this group of rejects did come to Jesus, the rabbi.  I wonder:  did they come in spite of the fact that he was a rabbi, or did they come because he was a rabbi?  See, maybe something about the religious community he symbolized was still tugging at their hearts.  Maybe they missed the Temple itself, its stately beauty, how it felt to be in there, surrounded by the awesome aura of holiness.  Maybe they missed the feeling, not just of being there, but of belonging there, within the faith community, singing, praying, worshipping together.  Maybe they missed sharing in the community’s powerful rites and rituals, which spoke beyond what any words could say, to lift your whole self into the embrace of the Holy.  Maybe they just missed the faith family, sharing life with them.

It’s possible, I think, that something about the religion was still tugging at their hearts, even though the “righteous” of that religion had rejected them.  And so, imagine how it must have felt to them to be welcomed by a rabbi.  Imagine how that would have felt to people who’d been labeled lost and by now were full of shame.

See, they’d been taught that the religion’s law was God’s law and therefore, what the law-abiding righteous said must be right.  So, these people would have accepted the damning label pinned on them by the righteous; they would have accepted it as a truth about who they were.  And by now they would have taken that label deep inside themselves, “lost” to become their identity, “lost” to become their name, shame now their way of being.  That kind of deeply embedded shame, it does something to us human beings.  Not only does it cause us to separate ourselves from others, but also it creates an internal wilderness wandering, in which we get lost from our ourselves, from our true identity as God’s beloved children.  Imagine how it must have felt to them, to be found, to be welcomed, to be treated with respect, to be embraced by this rabbi.

They came, says Luke, to listen to Jesus, and as they listened to Jesus, what did they hear?  I think they heard him listening to them, Jesus somehow able to hear their hearts, hear their hurt, hear their shame, hear their lives, he somehow able to hear the unuttered and unutterable language of their souls, that deep yearning.  Imagine how that must have felt to them, to be heard by Jesus, and to hear him welcoming them home.

Well, the flesh and blood Jesus isn’t here today.  But, if he were, and if we’d gathered to listen to him, we who know what it’s like to wander and get lost, or to stay right where we are and still feel lost, I wonder if, as we listened to him, what we’d hear would be him, listening to us, he somehow able to hear our hearts, hear our hurt, hear our confusion, hear our shame, he somehow able to hear our lives, how it feels to live inside our own skin, he somehow able to hear the language of our souls, that deep yearning.  And I wonder how he’d respond to what he heard.  I’ll bet he’d respond just like he did way back then, with understanding and compassion and healing and liberating encouragement to turn from the old and live a new life.

I wonder.  You know, maybe in some sort of way beyond human understanding, the holiness which was so alive in Jesus back then, maybe that holiness is here, listening to our lives, and responding with understanding, compassion, healing, liberating us to turn from the old and live a new life.  Perhaps we come here looking for something, hoping to find something, but maybe what happens instead is that we find ourselves getting found by the holy One, found and profoundly heard and understood and loved and welcomed home.
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