Lesson in Discernment #1 

In preparation for the Quiet Day service during this period of Lent, I reflected on three ideas or three story lines. The first idea emerged from an article that I had written for the Connector, our local church newsletter; the second was the story of Levi (Luke 5:27-32) that kept appearing in materials that I was reading in my preparation. The third storyline was an eloquent sermon delivered by Rev. Ben Campbell of Richmond Hill at a noon Lenten service at St. Paul’s Episcopal Church, Richmond.
 
In the article that I had written for the Connector entitled: How’s your Spirituality, I described instruments that use in our daily lives that measure our progress or mark our direction. There are many instruments and some have been available for centuries while others reflect the latest technology. I delighted over our ability to measure how many miles we travel, how fast we drive, the temperature outside our window, and the wind velocity around us. We can count our steps and know clearly when we are heading toward the east or west or even northeast at a specific latitude and longitude. We have installed navigation systems in our cars and SUVs and can enter addresses into a computer and get specific directions. A computer voice can tell us each turn along the way. But an annoying question was how do we measure our spirituality?
 
The second part of my discernment was the story of Levi. This story kept entering my presence and each time I thought about it, I would push it away as irrelevant. I soon realized that there must be something in this story that required my understanding. I surmised that there must be some lesson that I needed to glean from this text so instead of fighting the impulse, I decided to explore the story of Levi in detail in the synoptic gospels. The story of Levi as told in Luke describes Levi as a tax collector who was at work one day when Jesus came and said to him, “Follow me.” As the story is told, Levi got up and followed Jesus. He is said to have left all his belongings behind and simply followed Him. The next verse states that Levi went home and planned this huge celebration that included having Jesus at his side. He invited Jesus to remain in his presence in his home. Levi created a situation that had Jesus as a guest mingling among his other guests who just happened to be his colleagues, other tax collectors and a few that were unnamed. Can you imagine this large crowd of tax collectors and others enjoying the festivities with Levi and Jesus?  Later there were complaints voiced by the Pharisees. They questioned the reason Jesus was in the presence of “such” people. Jesus responded “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous but sinners to repentance.”
 
A slightly different version of the story is found in Matthew 9: 9-13. The story is told that Jesus was walking along and saw Levi sitting at the tax booth and said to him “follow me.” And he got up and followed Him. At the dinner in Levi’s home, many tax collectors and sinners came and were sitting with Jesus and the disciples. The Pharisees asked the disciples “why does your teacher eat with tax collectors and sinners?” Jesus overheard this questioned and answered” Those who are well have no need of a physician, but those who are sick. Go and learn what this means, “I desire mercy, not sacrifice. For I come to call not the righteous but sinners.”
 
The story as told in the book of Mark 2:13-17 has a few differences that I believe are important. The story starts with a different detail: Jesus goes out again beside the sea, the whole crowd gathered around him and he taught them. The story continues as Jesus was walking along and he sees Levi sitting at his tax booth and he said to him “Follow me” And he got up and followed him. The story concludes with the dinner at Levi’s house. Another important statement is inserted – “for there were many who followed him.”
 
I can imagine being at Levi’s house for this wonderful dinner party and noticing that Levi is present but in a different way. His spirit has changed. He has spontaneously responded to a “call”, walked away from his job, and now has a new direction for his life. Something more important than collecting taxes has happened to him. He did not go out that morning to seek Jesus. He was not necessarily listening for a message in the lessons being taught to the crowds but when he was asked to follow Him, he did so. Jesus later accompanies Levi to his home. He converses with the guests and they are also transformed. Their spirit is lightened and they feel great joy. Many of them also followed Him.
 
Rev. Ben Campbell preached a sermon in 2008 about our voyeuristic society. He talked about our growing ability to look at the suffering of others at a distance. He says that we look at them for the first time out of curiosity and a desire to know or seek information. The second and third time we look while sitting in our comfortable spaces, is to look at others with an air of superiority and a level of detachment for “those” people. We become voyeurs. Our society with all its reality shows and daily news allow us to look at others from a distance, with a loss of humanness, and from the perspective of a voyeur. The people we watch in our news casts are oftentimes more exciting than a mundane tax collector. We watch the stories of those who participate in polygamy and have 56 children. We listen to stories of young boys who become so angry with a younger sibling that they strike out and rupture a liver, or young girls who need DNA testing to determine the paternity of a child because they have had so many sexual partners that the identity of the parent is unknown. Rev. Campbell continues with his comments that we don’t know how to approach others without our scathing attitudes and yet our voyeuristic interests are peaked by their actions.
 
There are many stories of persons whose lives are ravaged by disasters, wars, famines, and genocide and overtime, we become immune to their pain and suffering as well. Our responses toward them become mechanical. We numb our pain and in that process our compassion is also numbed. Instead of the voyeuristic attitude or our numbed view of difficult situations, I suggest that we pray for our sisters and our brothers and try to behave in a way that our actions are a manifestation of God’s goodness on earth. We must demonstrate compassion and love for others while encouraging other ways to live and survive in this world. We can do this not from a self-righteous attitude but following our moral compass that is based on the teachings in the old and new covenants. We can no longer remain voyeurs of the suffering and not raise our voices against racism, sexism, ageism, poverty and injustices of all kinds.
 
I reflected on ways that these three story lines intersected and their meaning for me. Perhaps we are the modern version of Levi sitting at our desks working in our shops, engaged in our busy lives, and are being asked to follow Jesus and yet we have too many excuses as to why we can’t walk away. Levi made a clear decision to be a follower. He didn’t show ambivalence or hesitation nor did he say let’s wait for a more convenient time when a project is finished or for a better day. Levi put his decision into action not only for himself but also in discipleship by inviting and encouraging others to join him. 
 
I don’t know if the persons at this dinner party had standing invitations to gather at Levi’s home or whether this was a special VIP event offered to a select few like-minded followers. Whatever the case, it is clear that Levi had become a changed man.  Levi was involved with others and did not become a voyeur looking at the lives of others from a distance and with a sense of arrogance. 
 
Perhaps we are to measure our spirituality not by what we do alone but what we do in relationship with others. Even when we see the “light” do we withdraw from others or do we invite others into in our lighted world? Do we ask others to join us in the celebration of our salvation? Do we plan dinners where the saved and sinful come together in the same place?  Do we communicate our spirituality in a way that others can see it and have no doubt about its existence? Do we show mercy and compassion to others? The pivotal question that we all have to prayerfully discern is how we will share our spirituality. I don’t know the answer for everyone and each person must decide what is right for them. However, I know that I must pray to God for forgiveness of my sins and those of others and for the deliverance from the injustices of the world. 
 
 
 
 
