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Based on Hosea 5:15-6:6 and Matthew 9:9-13, 18-26

Between misery and heart, there is an embrace waiting to be given.

In the Old Testament reading this morning God says: "I desire steadfast love and not sacrifice." Jesus quotes
this text by saying: "I desire mercy, not sacrifice." The concept of mercy appears in the Old Testament as
opposite to disguised repentance and in the Gospel as opposite to supercilious piety.

The word mercy in portuguese and spanish is misericordia. They come from a composed Latin word that
combines miseria and cordis, misery and heart. To have mercy on someone is to have one's heart beating
stronger before the other person's misery.

This is how God is in relation to us and it is how God wants us to be in relation to one another.

But that seemed not to be the understanding of the Pharisees who were ready to criticize Jesus for his attitude
of "eating with tax collectors and sinners." Tax collectors and sinners stand for people who were excluded
from religious piety. They were the inconvenient neighbors, people for whom mercy was not available. Jesus
is not satisfied with a purity that excludes, an arrogant religiosity and morals without compassion. Jesus is not
complacent with a social order that places shame on a group of people, categorizing them and discriminating
against them.

The gospel goes even further, the healing of the woman suffering from hemorrhages and the resurrection of
the girl are two disrupting events. In both, the code of purity is disregarded. No man is supposed to touch or
be touched by a woman, and absolutely not by a woman menstruating, and nobody is aloud to touch a dead
person. Those were great offense to the law of purity. But Jesus does it. Some commentators are saying that
Jesus didn't break the law because he didn't initiate any of those actions. Well, he might not have initiated
them but he didn't stop them either.

Sometimes we face situations when we are taught to believe that there are people or groups of people that are
supposed to suffer, to keep silent, and even to die. In Brazil, street children are still killed routinely by the
police, and part of the population supports that action because the children are too dangerous and need to be
controlled "somehow". I remember a message I received sometime ago with images of Palestinian children
armed with stones fighting Israelite soldiers armed with rifles. Those "dangerous children" who have inherited
a gene called "terrorism" have to die. It is amazing to think that there are people to whom an absurdity like
this sounds almost natural. But this absurdity is not much different from others where laws or social and
religious values make life miserable for some people.
I was speaking with a member of our community this week and he was telling me that he might have
problems going back to his country because he can go to prison for not discriminating against homosexual
people.

What made the Pharisees believe that the tax collectors and sinners are out of the range of mercy? That the
woman suffering with hemorrhage could continue in her illness? What makes people agree that homosexuals
should go to prison or be killed and that people who don't discriminate against them deserves jail? What
makes governments believe that people infected with HIV and AIDS can be left to die? Or that Palestinian
children are terrorists? What makes the International community agree that it is OK to have a Jewish but not a
Palestinian state? It is the same principle. It is a combination of otherness and strangeness. The other, who I
don't recognize as similar to me, whom I don't understand, in whom I don't see myself, is strange to me. There
is no belonging between the other and me. The value is different. Of course I am more valuable than the other.
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"I" stands for individuals, communities, peoples, countries, cultures. This distance, this sense of strangeness
unfolds into unending values, categories, policies, feelings, theories, sometimes trying to name similarities
between the other and I, but most of the times deepening the distance and pushing me far from the other. I
develop a sense of righteousness that convinces me that I am right and the other is not. I become defensive
because I am shown that the other is a threat.

At whom do you look at unable to recognize yourself? Whom do you consider out of the range of mercy,
yours and God's? Have you ever felt yourself outside of God's mercy or the mercy of others?

Jesus understands our internal mechanisms. He teaches us that this world is not about "me" but about "us."
That our sense of identity cannot deny who others are. That what is strange to us needs to be constantly
challenged. What is different needs to be brought close. And what seems of no value needs to be revisited
again and again. It is only in the dynamic of interconnection that we can redefine our values and perspectives.
Jesus teaches us that when death, suffering, exclusion or abandonment becomes legal or normal, what is
written and what is done, has to be reformed.

Are we willing to follow Jesus in that path? Are we willing to study more in order to understand better those
who are different from us, those who think differently? Are we willing to take the challenges others bring to
our lives? Are we willing to unveil our piety in order to search for justice and peace? Or are we those
searching for healing and resurrection?

When we are not able to follow Jesus, we need to ask for forgiveness. Not a disguised forgiveness like the text
of the Old Testament this morning exposes. We need to put our "protective shields" down. The Germans have
a term, EntblÃ¶ssung which means to "denude ourselves." We need to identify what type of hurt we have
caused, or perhaps how we have been hurt. This is not an easy act; it can be very hard. To ask for forgiveness
implies repentance. And repentance implies revisiting the very moment when an evil act was committed.
Geiko MÃ¼ller says, "To revisit this moment implies admitting all the shameful implications of that act. It is
painful to enter into this shame. It is more painful still to acknowledge this act in the face of those who
suffered it. All confessions of guilt carry with them an element of self-humiliation, which runs counter to our
pride and our self-esteem. Nobody likes to be stripped of his or her defenses and to appear naked in front of
the others."

We might not be prepared "to appear naked in front of the others," but we certainly can in front of God. God's
heart beats stronger before our misery. Between misery and the heart, there is an embrace waiting to be given.
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