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What kind of person are you? We all have a sense of the kind of people we are. We say to ourselves: I’m the kind of person who is a loyal friend, I’m the kind of person who loves a party, I’m the kind of person other people warm to (or don’t), I’m quick tempered or long suffering or easy-going or big-hearted or shy or extravert. I’m one of the lads, or a loner, devoted to my children, career-minded …. How do you see yourself? What kind of person are you? 

What kind of people are these, from our Bible reading this morning? Bear with me as I try and think what kind of people were the tax collector, the ruler, the woman who suffered from haemorrhaging of the blood……

I am a tax collector. It’s never going to be a popular job, collecting taxes and I am not a popular man. You could say that my line of work leaves me a bit compromised. It’s not just the taxes, it’s the people I work for. The Romans are my employers and they are also the occupying power. Because they hate the Romans, people hate me even more because I am a collaborator. I have no friends other than other tax collectors and I don’t trust them either because you can’t trust a tax collector. I should know. It is generally held that we pocket some of the tax revenue for ourselves. Well, I don’t … well, sometimes I do, but not much….

What kind of person am I? To be honest, the things they shout at me as they pass by in the street or the words they say between gritted teeth as they part with their money sum it up well and I agree with them: I am the scum of the earth. I am worthless. It must be true because it’s what everyone says.

I am a ruler. A ruler? A senior government official, say. What kind of person am I? I might begin by stating I have some standing in society. If you said I was “respectable”, I wouldn’t disagree. Nothing wrong with that. I dress modestly but with taste. When I walk, I do so with a measured step. When I speak, it is slowly and my voice is low and my words carefully chosen. I’m a decent hardworking man trying to do the best under difficult circumstances and with a limited budget. On the whole my life proceeds in an orderly fashion. One day follows the next and things happen just as I would expect. My household is not large but my servants are loyal and my family well behaved…..

But then my daughter became ill. It started with a slight fever, nothing, I supposed, to concern myself with. I called the doctor just to be sure, of course, but things were under control. Then the fever grew and she became unbearably hot and her little body was wracked with pain and I stood with the doctor by her bedside for hours and we could do nothing and now she is dead.

What kind of man am I? I am a person whose ordered life has been twisted, broken and thrown away and I have become a man whose once measured step and modest tone has become a frantic run and a desperate cry to whoever might set me free from my pain.

I am ill. This has become the most single important fact about my life. Never mind that I am a woman, that I am a mother, a daughter, a sister, a friend. I am sick and my sickness means that I must be shut out of things because no one can afford to be like me, get what I’ve got, because if they did they would be condemned to the same world of shadows and loneliness. I am in constant quarantine from the world, from life. There is no greater gulf in the world than that which exists between the sick and the well and there are few that can or will reach across that gulf. They look across that divide with fear and terror in their eyes because they know that they could become like me and they thank God that they are not.

What kind of person am I? I am ill and because I am ill I have become a ghost in the world.

Jesus saw a man named Matthew sitting at the tax collector’s booth. “Follow me,” he told him, and Matthew got up and followed him.

While he was speaking, a ruler came and knelt before him and said, “My daughter has just died.” Jesus said, “The girl is not dead but asleep.”

Just then a woman who had been subject to bleeding for twelve years came up behind him and touched the edge of his cloak. She said to herself, “If I only touch his cloak, I will be healed.”

What kind of person am I? I am a person who, when seated at my tax collector’s booth, heard someone call my name and say “Follow me”. Someone who clearly, astonishingly, didn’t think of me as the scum of the earth. Someone who thought I was worth calling by name. Someone who trusted me enough to call me to share his life and work. Me! A Tax Collector!

What kind of person am I? I am a man  who saw his carefully constructed life slip away in a moment’s tragedy. I am a person who discovered that being in control isn’t everything but placing my hope and trust in the God of life is. I am the one who got his daughter back but whose life was changed forever.

What kind of person am I? I am the woman who has become a person again. Not a ghost or an invalid but he called me “daughter”. I have become a person again. I reached out to touch his cloak. He reached out across the gulf that separated me from life and drew me to himself and I was rescued. 

What kind of person are you? Whatever kind of person you think you are, however good or bad with whatever gifts and shortcomings, there is one thing that you can become: you can become the person who is called to life by a God who loves you. This is what God does in our baptism. In Jesus, he calls us to life – whatever kind of person we are or think we are God can transform our lives in ways we cannot imagine. We can be the kind of people who know ourselves to be loved, valued and called to great things.

It may well be you are thinking, “I’m not a religious type of person”, and maybe you’re not, but this is about more than religion, this is transformation, life, hope and purpose, this is not just about the kind of person you are now but the kind of person you can become when touched by the love of God in Jesus. This is what we pray for these children. That they will be the kind of people who live their lives knowing that they are children of God.

