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Whenever someone makes the news for doing something wrong, 
I always find the comments on social media hard to read. The 
comments correctly call out the terrible wrongdoing and demand 
accountability on behalf of the victims, but they usually go so much 
further in attacking the person. They are relentless in their name calling, 
accusations, and judgments. I always wonder, ‘who is there to support 
this person in their time of isolation, humiliation, sin, and crime?’ I 
always hope that they have a church community to reach out to them.  

 
Jesus always reached out to those in need, including in their 

sinfulness. “This man welcomes sinners and eats with them,” the scribes 
and Pharisees complained! While this was meant as a criticism of Jesus, 
it actually underscored his belief in a God who was like a woman who 
tore apart her whole house to find her one lost coin or like a shepherd 
going after one lost sheep. For Jesus, being among sinners was by no 
means a source of embarrassment or shame. He provided a space 
where they could find acceptance and possibly, when the time was 
right, conversion. 

 
Dietrich Bonhoeffer, the 20th century Lutheran theologian, 

lamented the self-righteousness of so many Christian Churches. In his 
book on Christian community called Life Together, he humorously, but 
accurately, wrote, “many Christians are unthinkably horrified when a 
real sinner is suddenly discovered among the righteous.” (Life Together, 
110) Oftentimes, we in the Church are just as unrelenting in our harsh 
words, accusations, and judgments against sinners as those on social 



media. We do not know when to back off. As we heard in our first 
reading from the book of Exodus, even the God of the Old Testament 
knew when to back off and show toleration towards the people. The 
people of God had used God for their own liberation, but then later 
turned away from the way God pointed out for them. Through the 
intervention of Moses, the first reading concluded, “the Lord relented 
in the punishment he had threatened to inflict on his people.” A self-
righteous Church, unlike God, will ultimately stop at nothing short of 
punishment. 

 
St. Paul is a great example of someone who found acceptance in 

the Christian community, even though he was a real-life sinner. In our 
second reading today, he personally testified, “Christ Jesus came into 
the world to save sinners. Of these I am the foremost. But for that 
reason, I was mercifully treated.” The gift that sinners need most from 
the Church is not exclusion, punishment, or wrath, but to be mercifully 
treated. Through the medicine of mercy, perhaps they can find a 
supportive community to help them turn their lives around and break 
out of their cycle of sin. 
 

Acceptance of sinners is an unpopular, but essential feature of the 
Christian Church. As a Church, are we ashamed to we welcome and eat 
with sinners, let alone refrain from attacking them on social media? In 
what ways has the Church been a place of mercy for me to deal with 
my own sinfulness? 

 
The traditional argument against allowing sinners, especially public 

sinners, into the Church is that they may cause scandal. Upon reflecting 
on today’s Gospel, however, it seems that the real scandal is a Church 
that refuses to welcome and eat with sinners. 


