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Luke 5: 27-32 
 

And Jesus said: “I have not come to call the righteous, 
but sinners to repentance.” 

 
 For the second week in a row… 

 
  …for a second consecutive week, we encounter one of the great New 
Testament call stories.  Last week our encounter came through the call of the four 
fishermen, Simon Peter and his brother Andrew, James and John the sons of Zebedee: 
a call also found in Mark and Matthew but—last Sunday—heard in the far more 
elaborate version found exclusively in Luke’s Gospel.  And so here we are this week, 
face-to-face with a call once again found in Mark, Matthew and Luke: this time, pretty 
much in identical versions with but one fascinating difference between Matthew’s 
account and the account we heard from Luke or would have heard had we been reading 
from Mark.  And it’s worth pausing…worth pausing at the outset…to take due note of 
the way in which Matthew’s version of this episode differs from both Luke and Mark. 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 The episode, if you will likely remember, involves the call of a tax-collector: a 
man by the name of Levi, who then proceeds to invite Jesus to his home, where Jesus 
participates in a party with tax-collectors and “others”… 

 
  …Luke, as is often the case, chooses to be a wee bit more circumspect 
than either Mark or Matthew; Luke describes those at the party as “tax-collectors and 
others”; both Mark and Matthew are far more direct and far more explicit, describing 
them as “tax-collectors and sinners”… 

 
   …however we describe them, the bottom line is that our Lord chose 
to spend an evening in the company of a rather notorious group of folks: people the 
God-fearing church-goers of the day tended to shun.  And so, as he feasts in the 
company of Levi and the others, the Pharisees offer their objection, which Jesus 
counters with that thematic statement: I have not come to call the righteous, but sinners 
to repentance”: a statement found also in Mark and Matthew’s version of the story, a 
statement which—in all three Gospels—represents the climax and the true point to the 
story.  In that regard, Mark, Matthew and Luke are close to identical.  However! 

 
 I noted earlier that Matthew differs in one small way.  To be specific, whereas 
Levi is the name of the tax-collector in Mark’s account and Luke’s account, the name of 
the tax-collector in Matthew’s account is none other than Matthew!  And, you know: 
scholars have been debating the significance of that one since the 2nd century, namely, 



trying to figure out whether Levi and Matthew are one and the same person, or whether 
Levi and Matthew are two different tax-collectors about which the same essential story 
could be told and was, in fact, told.  Like so many of the little interpretive challenges the 
Bible poses for us, this one has no definitive answer.  The likeliest explanation is that 
Matthew was the Greek name of the Jewish tax-collector Levi.  An alternative 
explanation, however, is that the evangelist Matthew, when he sat down with Mark’s 
Gospel and saw this story about Levi, realized that his own coming to Christ as a tax-
collector was similar, and so he substituted his own name in his Gospel.  Frankly, it 
doesn’t much matter, because either way it is a reminder of the marginal places from 
which the early church drew its followers: not just the rabble on the outside, but the core 
members such as Matthew, whose Gospel holds pride of place as the opening book in 
the New Testament. 

 
 And please bear in mind…please bear in mind that tax-collecting, as an 
occupation back then, was regarded not merely as an unfortunate part of life (as many 
of us tend to regard it), but as a deep betrayal of the Jewish people who were 
thoroughly disgusted with their Roman colonial masters and who resented anyone from 
amongst the Jewish people having made the choice to line their own pockets by 
cooperating with the hated Roman occupiers.  Call him Levi….call him Matthew…call 
him what you please: but this guy was neither winning friends nor influencing people 
through his problematic career choice.  You can take that to the bank. 
 

*     *     *     *     * 
 

 Whenever…whenever I ponder this episode… 
 

  …and for me it is one of the most moving of Gospel episodes… 
 
   …whenever I ponder this call story, I find myself returning to the 
made for TV mini-series—Jesus of Nazareth—which Italian director Franco Zeffirelli 
crafted back in the 1970s.  The first portion—and it is a lengthy portion—of that mini-
series dealt, quite rightly, with the birth of Christ: a story that certainly contains no 
shortage of the drama for which a skilled film-maker is looking.  But once the story turns 
to Jesus’ adulthood, Zeffirelli (quite rightly) begins to tackle the call of the disciples: 
starting, of course, with the four fishermen.  But then he quickly moves to the far more 
problematic call of Levi/Matthew: and that’s where Zeffirelli’s gifts as a film-maker really 
and truly shine. They shine in Jesus’ initial encounter with Matthew, who clearly is a 
rather cynical type: no doubt having needed to grow-a-thick-skin in order to do the 
unpopular work he has chosen to do.  But then… 

 
  …but then the scene shifts to the feast Matthew throws in Jesus’ honour: 
a loud raucous party with Christ surrounded by tax-collectors, decadent Romans, ladies 
of the night, and notorious sinners of every imaginable disposition, eating and drinking 
with abandon.  And at the door—watching all of this in horror and anger—aren’t the 
Pharisees, but rather Simon Peter glaring at Matthew, and glaring at Jesus, appalled at 
what his teacher is doing by choosing to spend time with such people.  And as Simon 



Peter glares, and as the party becomes aware of a tension you could most certainly 
have cut with a knife, Zeffirelli’s final touch… 

 
  …a ton of artistic license here but somehow it works… 

 
   …Jesus, with both Matthew the wealthy tax-collector and Simon 
Peter the no-nonsense working-class fisherman in mind, tells the parable of the Prodigal 
Son: in effect casting Matthew in the role of the prodigal, and casting Simon Peter in the 
role of the disapproving older brother.  It is a riveting moment: one that truly captures 
the odd way in which Jesus goes about forming his church. Because what was true way 
back then, in that room filled with an odd assortment of bullies and con-men, hookers 
and the idle-rich with nothing better to do than to party-hearty… 

 
   …what was true back then is no less true today.  Christ 
came…Christ came…not to call the righteous, but sinners to repentance. Not the 
righteous to call, but sinners.  In short: Christ came to call you…he came to call me. 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 Well, to repeat a phrase from last Sunday: permit me to cut to the chase.  The 
important reminder with which we have been gifted this morning, has to do with the fact 
that it is a very flawed group of individuals who gather in this place Sunday by Sunday 
for worship and…more to the point…a very flawed group of individuals who will re-group 
roughly 45 minutes from now when we begin this congregation’s Annual General 
Meeting. As those who are—to borrow Martin Luther’s marvellous phrase—at one and 
the same time both righteous and sinner, both sinner and saint, it is helpful to recall our 
status as those who… 

 
   …despite the fact that we are already participants in God’s new 
creation, thanks be to God… 

 
    …nevertheless retain no shortage of those ticks and habits 
that we carry over from the depressingly destructive sin-sick world that God-in-Christ 
is in the process of overcoming for ever and a day.  In short, it behoves us to remember 
(as we gather not only for worship but for work)…it behoves us to recall the countless 
ways in which we can be tempted to derail our forward movement by turning the 
inevitable disagreements that are part of every human community, into the kind of ugly 
conflicts from which human communities are often unable to heal. 

 
 And I am moved to point all of this out, not because I anticipate any particular 
conflict this afternoon… 

 
  …although you can never rule that possibility out in advance!... 

 
   …rather I raise all of this because today’s gathering will not be the 
only time the Trinity congregation will gather over the next 16 months.  On the contrary, 



we have now moved—like it or not—into a discernment-process (a process initiated in 
part, but only in part, by my pending retirement)…a process that will require this 
congregation to gather both informally and formally on a number of occasions in order 
to weigh and to ponder critical issues concerning its future and yes: concerning some 
tough choices it will likely need to make if it is to have a future.  And, in truth: 

 
 Many of the questions and issues with which you will need to wrestle, are pretty 
much the same questions and issues with which a very different Trinity United 
congregation needed to wrestle at the start to this decade, when those questions and 
issues came dangerously close to sinking this congregation for good.  You see: much 
like any small faith-community wrestling with its future, Trinity United Nanaimo has a 
number of options it ought to explore, weigh, and consider.  But unlike the vast majority 
of those other small faith-communities, this one is burdened with the blessing… 

 
  …and it is both a burden and a blessing… 

 
   …of its forty-year involvement in the Nanaimo Ecumenical Centre: 
a venture of magnificent promise and potential that I am proud to be a part of, but a 
venture that complicates each and every option this congregation may wish to consider 
for its future, since pretty much every one of those options involves dialogue with our 
Catholic sisters and brothers, who face challenges that are not entirely different from the 
ones we face, but which tend to present themselves in very different ways given the 
very different dynamic within the Roman Catholic Church. 

 
 The irony…the irony from where I stand, is that the great challenge facing Trinity 
United as it lifts up questions that were placed on a back-burner in order to promote 
healing for the conflict that traumatized this congregation at the start to this decade…. 

 
  …the real irony is that the heart of the challenge that faced Trinity back 
then, is pretty much the same challenge facing Trinity now: and it isn’t the challenge of 
discovering resources with which it might navigate the future, because—as I suggested 
last Sunday—this congregation is soaked in resources both spiritual and material… 

 
   …the real challenge will be that of patiently working through the 
various options you will have going forward: doing that in a way that respects the fact 
that there will be more than one possibility open to you, that there will be disagreements 
about which possibility is the right one, and that respectful disagreement need not lead 
to paralyzing conflict.  I am going to repeat that overly long sentence once again.  The 
real challenge going forward will be that of patiently working through the various 
options you will have going forward, but in a way that respects the fact that there 
will be more than one possibility placed before you, that there will most certainly 
be disagreements as to which possibility is the right one, and that respectful 
disagreement need not lead to paralyzing conflict. I truly believe…with the Spirit of 
Christ in your midst…that a future does await this faith-community, which (like it or not) 
remains the United Church of Canada’s only presence in North Nanaimo/Lantzville!... 

 



  …that with the Spirit of Christ in your midst, and a mutual willingness to 
assume that best of each other even when you are disagreeing with one 
another…that Trinity United not only has a past…but has a future…as a wonderful 
motley group of sinners called by Jesus Christ to live the new life in Christ. 

 
 Friends in Christ.  As we gather for worship…as we gather to work, let us resolve 
as friends, and as those who know the unsurpassed friendship of Christ…let us resolve 
to “put peace into each other’s hands, and like a treasure hold it; to protect it like a 
candle flame, with tenderness enfold it.” 

 
 May it be so.  In Jesus’ name.  Amen. 


