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9 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. 
10 And as he sat at dinner in the house, many tax collectors and sinners came and were 
sitting with him and his disciples. 11 When the Pharisees saw this, they said to his 
disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” 12 But when he 
heard this, he said, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are 
sick. 13 Go and learn what this means, ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have come to 
call not the righteous but sinners.” 

  
I’m thinking about joining the Catholic Church. 
  
No, not really. 
  
But I do find a religious body whose leader calls for this to be a year of mercy to be compelling.  
He opened the Holy Doors and said, “Go, and do mercy, taking it into all our places of daily life.”  
“Go and do mercy” from this passage was his episcopal motto.  For those in the room running 
for the episcopacy, you’d do well to take it as yours.  
  
But, no, I’m not joining the Catholic church; please no headlines that say UM bishop joins 
Catholic church.  Just headline this: go, learn, mercy.  It’s who we are as United Methodist 
Christians at our best.  It’s what Jesus demonstrates as he has dinner at Matthew, the tax 
collector’s, house.  And there at dinner are all Matthew’s friends.  Like most of us, Matthew hung 
out with people who were like him:  other Jewish tax collectors. They were considered morally 
questionable because of who they were and what they did. 
  
The tax collectors are usually a foil/contrast in the gospels to Pharisees. Pharisees weren’t such 
a bad lot.  Their intent was to renew and extend the observance of Jewish practice, especially 
laws of holiness, sacrifice and obedience to God.  The life of a Pharisees was a life of sacrifice 
and servitude.  How noble and laudable!  Unless of course, pride seeps in and love, 
compassion, justice and mercy are forgotten, even withheld from others. 
  
Which is exactly why they’re Jesus’ foil to the tax collectors.  It’s to make the point to the 
disciples and others that God’s mercy is for all…and all means all.  What was once so 
compelling about Jesus and continues to be with so many people in all of our cultures, including 
mine where more and more people want nothing to do with the church, is that he was just so 
amazingly merciful! 
  



That’s why it’s inconceivable to me that we as UMs have one category of humanity as being 
“incompatible with Christian teaching.”  War is incompatible with the teachings of the gospel; 
that’s far different than a category of humanity.  Remember that the word, incompatible, means 
“two things so opposed in character as to be incapable of existing together.”  One category of 
humanity is incapable of existing with Christian teaching; separated from Christian teaching. 
  
There’s still a difference of opinion about whether LGBTQ persons are “sinners” or not.  I 
believe that homosexuality is a matter of identity, not just behavior. But even if you think that 
homosexuality is only about behavior, is it the worst/only category of humanity separated from 
Christian teaching?  I have at least one gay family member.  It’s pretty hard to see him as 
separated from Christian teaching; he’s a sweet guy. 
  
Yet there are others even in my own family that seem to me to qualify for incompatible. It’s been 
a number of years but a family member killed another family member and then he killed himself.  
I can’t tell you how wide the wake of destruction, pain, grief, division, hostility and hurt has 
resulted from what one person did.  Yet even at the funeral with both family members before 
me, I said the words, “Nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus…” And we 
believed it.  It was all we had to hang onto. 
  
So, okay, being a murderer was his behavior and not his identity.  So how about this: I’m white.  
You may have noticed that.  I did nothing to be white; I can’t help being white.  Even if I sit in the 
sun all day, I’ll just be red; I’ll still be white. It’s part of my identity; how I relate to the world and 
how the world around me relates to me.  Is it part of my behavior?  I believe it is; sometimes I 
can prevent myself from being racist and sometimes I’m afraid I probably can’t because of white 
privilege. My behavior and my identity are really very closely connected. 
  
WHY ISN’T RACISM INCOMPATIBLE WITH CHRISTIAN TEACHING?  Not much more has 
created such a wake of destruction, death, pain, violence, and suffering in individuals’ lives, 
churches, this denomination, our witness as Christians…yet, if it is something that separates us 
from the love of God in Christ Jesus, I’m toast.  And so are many of you. 
  
My point isn’t to add any other human categories to the list of what is incompatible with Christian 
teaching; my point is that while we’re not a perfect church, we can be a merciful one. The good 
news is that Jesus said he didn’t come for the perfect people, the perfect families, the perfect 
churches, the perfect denomination…he came for us all, forgiving, accepting, healing and giving 
sheer grace and mercy. 
  
Some of you have heard me tell this story before. When I was a DS in Ohio, I lived in a town 
that had a daily newspaper.  You could read it in about 5 minutes.  One night I came home and 
flipped through the paper.  There was an article on the front page about an event at one of the 
churches in town.  The article was about the First Church of God.  But they left “d” off of God.  
So the headline was: The First Church of Go.  
  



When I’ve told that story I’ve told it with a sense of it being a rallying cry:  I want to be a part of 
the First Church of Go!  But today I tell the story differently.  I tell it as a cry, a deep cry.  I want 
to be a part of a church that is sent out to go…learn…mercy. 


