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Let’s begin with the Gospel we just heard-- identifying the actors in the scene, not just 
naming them but providing some context.  Tax collectors and sinners, who are listening 
to Jesus.  Pharisees (set apart as especially religious) and scribes (record keeping 
religious jurists) who are grumbling.  Jesus, who is teaching through parables.  “This 
fellow is welcoming sinners and eats with them.” 
 
Tax collectors were despised and thought of as traitors because they worked for Rome. 
Mathew and Zacchaeus were both tax collectors.  Jesus called Mathew to be one of his 
disciples.   
 
The harsh brutality of Roman rule was felt keenly by everyone in the Israel of Jesus’s 
day.  We live in a democracy.  Though it may seem frail and precarious in ways perhaps 
not felt since WWII or since the civil war, our country stands as a beacon of freedom and 
hope compared to the experience of Jesus’s contemporaries and the experiences of 
much of the rest of our world as well.  If we are to preserve a democratic way of life, it 
will take vigilant truth telling in the face of conspiracy theories, alternative narratives 
and strategic opportunistic cynicism.   
 
As the events of today’s Gospel are playing out, Jesus has not yet travelled to Jerusalem.  
When He gets to Jerusalem He will be brought to trial before Pontius Pilate, the most 
powerful Roman official stationed in Israel.  At that trial, Pilate will say, “Oh well, what is 
truth?”  Reflective, careful, judicious, thoughtful TRUTH TELLING, is just as important 
today as it was then.   
 
Covid 19 was and is a devastating world-wide pandemic.  It has taken millions of lives 
and has left long term health effects for countless others.  And I think its effect on all of 
us has been deep at a very personal level.  We had to cope with loneliness, isolation, 
contraction of our social networks, challenges to our familiar community support 
patterns.  Most people tried hard to support public health guidelines but it required a 
lot of patience and we all felt the stress and the fraying of nerves.    That led to a lot of 
pent up feelings, emotions, anger, wanting escape from the constraints.  We didn’t 
always treat each other in as kind, respectful or supportive ways as we might have.  
Covid didn’t bring out the best in us.   
 
For all these reasons and because of all these realities, I think that today’s readings 
about being lost and being sinners and being found are not far off the mark.  It’s about 
the frailty of human beings and about the forgiving love which comes from God.   
 



 
This summer, I’ve been reading the series of books by Louise Penny featuring Armand 
Gamache, a Chief Inspector with the Surete Quebec.  Armand Gamache is a kind man.  
Especially those who know him well, know that about him.  The wrinkles on Gamache’s 
face which get used when he smiles are deeper than the frowns.   
 
On a personal and on a community level, how do we begin a creative response to cynical 
“alternative” political narratives and covid pandemic isolation?   Well, we can begin with 
small, manageable acts of kindness.  Armand Gamage knows that and makes it a natural 
part of his daily life.  A recent academic study of “random acts of kindness” showed that 
they have lasting effects on those who receive the kindness as well as those who do 
them.  Just over 20 years ago, I was on Interstate 95 coming back into Maine and the car 
in front of me paid my toll for me.  I never forgot that act of kindness.   When Jesus 
“welcomes sinners and eats with them,” He is living out kindness.  It’s not “random.”  It 
becomes a way of life.  Armand Gamache has four statements which each of his new 
recruits learns and by which they live: 
 

“I was wrong.  I’m sorry.  I don’t know.  I need help.” 
 
A shepherd is searching for the one lost sheep.  The woman looks for the lost coin.  
When they find that which is lost, they are filled with JOY and they celebrate.  That is 
the great good news awaiting those of us who acknowledge we are sinners.  Rather than 
our shortcomings crushing us and destroying self-confidence and self-worth and leaving 
us helpless, we are invited to repentance.  We need that repentance for our own sake.  
But even MORE than that, more than we can begin to comprehend or imagine, is 
happening: 
 
“I tell you, there is Joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who 
repents.” 

 “I was wrong. I’m sorry.  I don’t know.  I need help.   
“I tell you, there is Joy in the presence of the angels of God over one sinner who 
repents.” 
 
Thanks be to God.   Amen 
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