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Talking with Jim Scordo a few weeks ago, I was reminded of a distinction that too often 
becomes invisible.  Jim is the director of Credo, our lead agency helping people overcome 
addictions.  We were talking about the physiology of addiction:  How one person can sip a glass 
a wine for three hours and the next person with the same glass of wine drinks it down in minutes 
and wants another.  

We were talking about how we know and love both people.  We don’t find one as more 
moral or as better.  One has a physiological proclivity for addiction to alcohol and the other 
doesn’t.  Addiction is a disease.  It is best understood and treated as such.  I shared with Jim that 
during our men’s breakfast we talked about this.  Most importantly we talked about if addiction 
is a disease then shame and disdain won’t help to heal people.  We don’t use shame to fight 
cancer; we shouldn’t use shame to fight addiction.  And then, Jim brought the invisible 
distinction.

We can see that people experience the possibility of addiction differently.  But what we 
often can’t see is the safety net some people have and some people don’t.  Some people have a 
safe home, a loving spouse, a good job, a profession, friends, a connection to the community- a 
safety net.  Some people don’t.  And if you don’t have those, he said, the consequence of 
addiction is much worse.  If you fall with a safety net, you are spared a lot of hurt.  If you fall 
without one, you are assured of a great deal of pain.  

Growing up in the suburbs of a nice town, raised in a home with two parents with jobs, 
and being nurtured by extended family and a church, my upbringing had a very extensive safety 
net.  The safety net was invisible to me until I got to college.  In college, working at a downtown 
grocery store, I came to see what the world looks like without the safety net.  

Two moments always remind me of my safety nets.  The first one was my first night.  I 
was a bagboy on my first shift when a person came into the store who had just ingested some 
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sort of powerful narcotic.  The man came into the store and proceeded to the meat department 
where he tore open raw, ground beef and began to eat it.  This really angered the butcher and a 
melee ensued.  It must have been the drugs because it took at least six people to stop the man.

I remember running up to the brawl and being shocked.  It was crazy.  One of the produce
guys in the middle of the fight saw me staring and said, “go call the police.”  Immediately, I 
turned and ran for the phone.  As I ran I thought, “I don’t know how to call the police.”  This was
before 911.  When I reached the phone sure enough there was a piece of paper pasted on the 
wall, it read, “how to call the police.”  Okay.  

My epiphany was that up to this point in my life I had never had an interaction with a 
police officer, never called the police.  Four years later my life was very different. 

The second instance from the store was when I was told to follow people who were 
shopping and pick up anything they touched but then put back on the shelf.  The grocery store 
was in a neighborhood that had the second highest concentration of gay and lesbian folks in the 
country.  This was the mid-eighties so it was the moment when AIDS was becoming evident, but
no one really knew what it was yet.  People were coming into the store with large open sores 
over a good part of their body. The managers didn’t know if this disease was communicable by 
touch. So they had me pick up whatever they touched.

The epiphany here, or heartbreak really, was the idea that people were living as a 
profound stigma and shame.  There was no way to hide.  They were suffering physically and also
emotionally.  At nineteen I knew loss and I had seen people hurt, but for a kid who grew up in 
the suburbs, this was different.  This was a crash course not in the real world, but the reality that 
there is profound suffering in the world.  I had lived heretofore not really seeing the way people 
are marginalized, treated as less than human.  The invisible safety net, a safety net of 
compassion, came clear to me.  Some people don’t live in the safety of compassion.  

In our reading today from Mark there are some invisible pieces as well.  But let’s start 
with what is easy to see. Jesus calls a tax collector, Levi, to follow him.  Jesus then eats with 
Levi and people that were hated and despised.  The Pharisees protested.  And, lastly, Jesus 
quoted a philosophical truth to combat them- Jesus gave a witty response to people who seemed 
petty.

Those are the visible parts.  Now, the invisible.  The first is this: this is a healing story.  
Jesus is healing the souls of those who are despised.  He just doesn’t lay hands on someone, no 
demons are chased away, no one who is lame walks.  True.  Yet, he healed people.  He offered 
compassion and compassion heals the discarded.

The second invisible part is this: some of the disciples were not at the table.  An ancient 
home in the time of Rome, especially the house of a tax collector, would have three parts: an 
outer, public entry place, a middle, semi-private place to gather and entertain, and a private place
to dine.  The Pharisees question the disciples about what Jesus is doing; they confront them.  The
Pharisees would never dine with a tax collector.  They might enter the public space; they might 
even have reason to be in the semi-private space; but they would never had been “at table” with a
tax collector. When the Pharisees ask about what Jesus is doing, they do not say, why do you 
(disciple) eat with tax collectors?  They weren’t at the table.  They were some that stayed back.

Each week with Mark I try to bring up the reason for the gospel.  Remember Mark is 
writing after the apostles.  Peter, James, and Paul were dead.  Their letters were all sent and 
received when Mark wrote his gospel.  It is important to remember this because one of the key 
controversies, fights, of the early church was over dining, who could eat with whom.  Our 
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reading today is a Mark saying, Jesus sided with an open table. You really don’t worry about 
with whom you eat, if you eat with tax collectors.  

In our first reading today from Galatians you get a flavor of the how deep and difficult 
this controversy was.  Paul is saying, if you are worried about who eat with, then you are 
anathema, you are not part of the church.  Not a lot of gray there.  

The absence of gray is the other theme I want us to keep in mind.  Paul lays down a 
gauntlet, a fierce distinction.  Jesus doesn’t seem to do this.  The disciples were outside; they 
were it is fair to say afraid to enter Levi’s house.  And Jesus doesn’t chastise the Pharisees.  His 
message is positive: the well need no physician.  I have come to heal the sinner.

These distinctions are invisible.  We may not see this story as a healing.  We most 
certainly may miss the method of healing.  Jesus is healing the outcast with compassion; he is 
giving the people on the margins a moment of dignity no one would have offered.  He healed 
them with compassion.  

I say this because most people don’t believe compassion has the power to heal.  Shame, 
disdain, ridicule, anger: these will fix the bad people; this will correct them; this show them how 
things really are.  In truth, our common belief is that if we are kind to people who are doing 
wrong we are making matters even worse.  You don’t want to encourage them.  Right?  

There are themes in the gospels.  The theme of the parables is that meekness is power that
leads to the kingdom of God.  And the theme of the healing stories is this: there is power in 
compassion, healing power.  The power of salvation is compassion. Kindness rescues us. 

It was interesting to me that in the commentaries of this passage a persistent theme was 
that Jesus ate with people who repented.  The dinner was a celebration of a new way of living.  
Jesus was there to affirm the contrite, to ratify the confession of Levi.  Yet there is no such claim 
in our text.  Levi has chosen to follow Jesus, but we read in the contrition, the sinner’s prayer, 
the repentance.  

We all need to repent.  We are all broken.  Understanding our brokenness is a step toward
freedom.  The early church believed this.  Jesus’ death and resurrection frees us from sin and 
death.  That is the gospel Paul preached.  He says if you take another gospel you are accursed.

This may be a bit heretical, but I believe Mark is offering a different gospel here.  It 
doesn’t contradict the idea that we all need to repent and that Jesus saves us from death and sin. 
Mark doesn’t contradict this, but he does offer a different message.  Compassion heals the 
broken, not just the broken person who repented.  Compassion heals.  That is the good news 
Jesus is offering.  

There is an element of repentance in our passage.  There is a call to repent here, but it 
doesn’t reside with Levi; it is with us.  The repentance is to see our lack of faith in compassion.  
We believe ridicule will work; we believe anger will fix people.  Shame the shameful: that will 
do it.  We distrust compassion for the wrong doer.  Kindness is not strong; it lacks power.  Grace
is for the good people, for the repentant. Jesus is saying no to this.      

Senator Al Franken said something funny in his recent book. He says we like to tell 
people to pull themselves up by their bootstraps.  Unless you are willing to help yourself, there is
no helping you.  To get ahead you need to put skin in the game.  Franken said, pulling yourself 
up by your bootstraps is good if you have boots.  It is tough to do if you don’t have boots.  
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It is hard to see this when you have always had more than enough.  As a kid growing up 
in suburbia, I wasn’t rich, but I had a pair of boots shall we say.  It’s hard to know what it means 
to really fall if you have a good safety net.  I had an incredible safety net.  I just couldn’t see it.  
We don’t always consider the safety we have because we are immersed in compassion.  

I heard an economist once try to paint this distinction.  He said, most everyone is trying 
to get ahead, to climb.  What we need to remember is this: achievement is shaped by different 
opportunities.  Some people are climbing a ladder to success; some people are riding an 
escalator; and some people get to take the elevator.  Everyone is climbing upward.  Yes.  But the 
experience is not the same. When you grow up not knowing how to call the police, it is safe to 
say you might just be on the escalator.

Telling someone to pull yourself up by your bootstraps is fine, if they have boots.  And 
we know this.  Yet, what might allude us is the impulse to offer compassion only to those we 
deem worthy.  If you do right, then we can help you.  If you show signs of progress, then we will
offer kindness.  What we might miss is compassion is not earned; it is not a reward.

Some of the disciples didn’t get this.  Some lingered outside.  They saw Jesus go into 
Levi’s house and they held back.  The commentators justified the dinner of Jesus with Levi by 
inferring a contrition, a repentant heart not in our text.  To relate to Levi we need to bring him 
into the good and the believing.  It would appear Jesus did not need such to offer compassion. 
When Jesus turned to Levi and asked him to follow him, that was an act of compassion.  Dining 
with him was not proof of Levi’s repentance; it was proof of Jesus’ compassion.

That is what I learned following people dying of AIDS as they walked through the 
grocery store.  Watching the people recoil or gasp or keep their head down, I saw one of the 
clearest pictures of someone who needed compassion.  His body was falling apart.  You could 
sense his physical pain.  But the most painful was to watch a man be seen as less than human, a 
stigma and shame; this was truly painful.

In that moment a door opened unto me: we need to give compassion without shame.  
Coming from the suburbs and the safety of compassion I had no idea what it meant to live 
without it, nor did I know what it meant to offer compassion without shame.  But the seed was 
cast.  I did not know yet that compassion heals.  All I could see is that compassion was the need. 
I feel this door is being opened unto me every time I read the healing stories of Jesus in Mark.  
This is about compassion.  This is our gospel.  Compassion will heal the broken heart.  That is 
good news.  Amen.   
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