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An 80-year-old woman was arrested for shoplifting. The judge, known for being merciless wasted no time. “What did you steal?” he demanded to know.

 “A can of peaches,” she replied.
The judge then asked her why she had stolen them, and she said that she did it because she was hungry. Totally unfazed by the fact that an elderly woman had been reduced to stealing to feed herself, he asked how many peaches were in the can. She replied, “Six.”

The judge then sarcastically replied, “Fine. I will give you 6 days in jail.” But before the judge could actually pronounce the punishment the woman's husband spoke up and asked the judge if he could say something. Irritated, the judge grudgingly consented and barked out, “What?”

The husband then said, “She also stole a can of peas Your Honor.”
Mercy is something we are supposed to extend to everyone, even our spouse.

One would think that mercy, like love, would be a popular virtue. What’s not to like about mercy? We’d all like to have a second chance, or even a third. Mercy, when extended to us, is great. It’s when mercy is shown to people we don’t like that there is a problem. Jesus showed mercy to some of the least popular people in all of Palestine, tax collectors, and sinners. Let’s take them one at a time.

Matthew was a tax collector. He was sitting at his booth on the outskirts of Capernaum when Jesus encountered him. We know from this that the type of tax he collected was customs. Who doesn’t hate paying customs tax? But the situation was made far more grievous by the quirky and inconsistent manner in which taxes were collected. Around 300 BC a system of tax collection was set up that involved the government contracting with what were called “tax-farmers”, individuals who leased the right to collect the taxes. The tax farmer would then pay the state a set amount. Anything he collected above and beyond that, he could keep. Since nobody was quite clear on how much they really owed, the tax farmer could name his price, and there was no way to appeal it. You can see how easily this system could be abused, especially in the provinces far from Rome. Things got so out of hand that it was actually ended for a short time and replaced with Roman agents who collected taxes directly. That was cumbersome, however, so in 44 BC Julius Caesar returned to a modified system of tax farming with some attempt at putting in safeguards against the worst abuses. In practice, after the death of Herod the Great, each of the three regions in Palestine operated under slightly different rules. Capernaum was ruled by Herod the Great’s son Herod, the same Herod that Pilate sent Jesus to. He used tax farmers. In Jerusalem, on the other hand, the Sanhedrin administered tax collection. Matthew would have been a Galilean tax farmer answerable to Herod, specifically responsible, as I said previously for customs taxes.
Of course anybody who collected taxes for Rome, directly or indirectly, was bound to be unpopular. Rome was the enemy, the occupying power. It would be like the French paying taxes to the Nazis. Those who collected the taxes were viewed as collaborators with the enemy. They worked against their own people and made a profit at the people’s expense. We judge the Pharisees for not liking these guys, but NOBODY liked these guys. Tax collectors were barred from participating in normal Jewish life and worship.
So what about the “sinners”? Who were they? Billy Joel has a song called “Only the Good Die Young” that makes the sinners sound like they’re the ones you want to have as friends. He says, “I’d rather laugh with the sinners than cry with the saints . . .” But the definition of sinners in Matthew’s gospel is not necessarily the good time guys down at the local bar. A “sinner” could fall into several categories. First of all, all bankers were sinners because they lent money at interest, something strictly prohibited by Jewish law. Sinners could also be people who did not keep the law in any strict fashion, or whose job, like tanning, made them permanently unclean. Prostitutes, both male and female, were definitely sinners. Prostitution was rife, particularly because women who were alone in the world without family support had few other options. It was that or starve.
Now that we know who the characters are we can enter the scene. Jesus saw Matthew, a tax collector, sitting at his booth and called him to follow him. Without hesitation, Matthew left everything there and followed him. Later we are told Jesus had dinner at Matthew’s house, and in attendance were many tax collectors and sinners. And here we come to the second piece of vital background information: in this world, dinner was a BIG DEAL. Table fellowship spoke volumes about a person. While the Jews might not have gone as far as the Romans, who considered eating a meal together to be a more intimate act than having sex, they came close. As far as the Roman model goes think of it this way: the head of the house might use the services of a prostitute, but he would NEVER invite her to dinner. In both cultures meals were exercises in social status. They were a means of preserving the social hierarchy and occasionally of increasing one’s status by showing largesse to inferior but deserving people who would be permitted to come and sit on the floor. In other words, who you ate with revealed who you were. Jesus completely ignored this convention and ate with people who were hated and held in contempt by society at large.
Because of the open style of architecture meals like this were never really private. They were held in open courtyards and nosy neighbors were free to come and go and talk about you while they were at it. This is what the Pharisees did. They knew who Jesus was with because they could see him! So they asked his disciples, “Why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?”  Jesus, who had to have been within earshot replied, “It is not the healthy who need a doctor, but the sick.” He then said, quoting from Hosea, “go and learn what this means: ‘I desire mercy, not sacrifice.’ For I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners.”
It’s always a challenge to come up with some kind of equivalent gut level reaction today for what Jesus’ contemporaries would have experienced when they saw him eating with tax collectors and sinners. Let’s try this one on for size: Jesus turns up in center city. There he goes to a local restaurant with a huge glass window. Everyone can see who he’s having dinner with. He meets up with a group of corrupt politicians and union leaders on the take who have been lining their pockets at our expense, a couple of loan sharks, some hookers dressed in such a way as to make it very obvious what they do for a living, a few junkies and alcoholics from the Salvation Army shelter who can’t seem to stay clean and sober for more than 24 hours at a time, some ex-cons, a group of gay men with AIDS, and a compulsive gambler who has been arrested twice for leaving her young children in the car all day outside the casino. Okay, we think, let’s give Jesus the benefit of the doubt, maybe he’s going to give them all a talking to and tell them to change their evil ways. We watch. Nope! He’s just sitting there laughing and talking with them like they’re the best of friends! Jesus is hanging out on a Saturday night with a group of creeps, skuzz balls and losers! Doesn’t he know that if he’s seen with those kind of people he’ll ruin his reputation?! Doesn’t he know that people will think he’s like them?
Evidently Jesus knew, knew, and didn’t care. Jesus came to extend mercy to those who were aware of the fact that they needed mercy. He was living mercy in action. The Pharisees needed mercy too; they were just too self-absorbed and self-satisfied to know it. We all need mercy. And we are all called to extend mercy to others.

Part of our calling, our reason for being, as it were, is to reveal God’s mercy in our words and our actions. Herein lies our challenge. Stop and reflect for a moment. Who is it that needs mercy from me? Who has screwed up and needs a second chance? Or a third or fourth chance? Who needs mercy that I don’t want to associate with because if I’m seen with them it’ll ruin my reputation? Who do I think I’m superior to? Whoever it is, that is the person Jesus is dining with, and I am the Pharisee who is objecting. I need to join Jesus at the table.
Mercy is not easy. It is very often unpopular, because people complain that it’s not fair. I have taken note of the fact that no one complains that it is unfair when it applies to them, however. But when we are aware of the fact that we all stand in need of grace and not one of us can boast, it is much easier to extend mercy. It is easier still when we look at others through God’s eyes and not our own, as precious lost children. Jesus came to seek and save the lost. He is the divine physician come to bring healing. He is mercy incarnate. As Jesus has been merciful to us, we are to be merciful to others in his name. Amen
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