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The Bible is an endless source of fascination for me.  As long as I am in an even vaguely 
receptive frame of mind, every time I open it I learn something new – something new about the 
world, something new about God, something new about me.  I learn something new if I drill 
down into the languages in which it was written or the cultures that shaped it.  I learn something 
new if I try to take the “30,000 foot” approach and look for overall themes and movements in 
books and chapters.  This week, I used both techniques to great advantage and was rewarded 
with a deep conviction of something I had suspected about this passage from the moment I re-
read it early in the week as I began to plan our time together this morning.  This lectionary 
Gospel reading, which at one level seems to hold three separate lessons, is actually three 
expressions of one truth.  A three-in-one reading, that’s pretty neat, don’t you think?  And that 
unifying truth, as I will try to show this morning, is the truth of the great joy to be found in the 
Way of Jesus. 
 
Let me begin by giving you my impressions of the three parts of this pericope before we look at 
its place as a whole in the opening of the Gospel According to Mark.  The first section, from 
verses 13-17, is specifically about the call of the disciple whom Mark refers to as Levi.  This is 
peculiar because Levi is never mentioned again in Mark’s Gospel.  This entire reading is echoed 
in the Gospels of Matthew and of Luke but in Matthew the tax collector is named Matthew and 
tradition says that Matthew the tax collector was the author of that Gospel.  In fact, all three of 
the Synoptic Gospels list Matthew as one of the Twelve and neither Mark or Luke ever mention 
Levi again.  Most readers over the centuries have concluded that Matthew and Levi, therefore, 
are the same person and so we shall assume for our purposes this morning and I will refer to him 
by his more familiar name. 
 
So, here we have the story of Jesus calling Matthew Levi, the tax collector, to be his disciple and 
then going to eat at his home.  In other words, here we find Jesus, whose followers have 
heretofore been the rough but presumably socially and religiously acceptable fishermen of 
Galilee, now calling that most despised of men in occupied Israel, a tax collector.  Remember, 
what those in Galilee and Judea would have felt for a tax collector is not the same polite disdain 
with which the average American might view the local IRS agent.  Nor does the legendary 
adversarial relationship between the moonshiners of my native South and Yankee “Revenuers” 
fully capture the situation here.  In that time and place, tax collectors were open collaborators 
with a hated enemy.  The taxes gathered by Rome and its agents paid for the soldiers who 
occupied the land, who brutalized the people, who profaned the holy city.  Think more of the 
relationship between loyal Frenchmen and the Nazi collaborators of the Vichy government 
during World War II.  One of the truly remarkable aspects of Jesus’ ministry with his disciples is 
that his followers included both Matthew the former collaborator and Simon the Zealot.  Without 
the restraining influence of Jesus, Simon would likely have cut Matthew’s throat in a dark alley. 
 
The Pharisees immediately challenged Jesus for associating with such undesirables.  What they 
fail to understand is that reaching out to those on the outside of normal society is at the very 
heart of Jesus’ mission.  He came and he comes for the poor, the prisoner, the sick, the hungry.  
Those categories are spiritual as well as physical.  Throughout the salvation history of Israel, 
God chose imperfect persons to be at the forefront of the restoration of relationship between 
humankind and Creator.  Seven years ago, when I preached from the parallel to this passage in 
Matthew, I compared the tax gatherer to Abraham.  We remember Abraham for his great faith in 
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God, and rightly so, but we should also remember that he twice tried to pass his wife off as his 
sister for fear he would be killed by a powerful man who desired her.  We should remember, too, 
his culpability in the expulsion of his oldest son, Ishmael, and the boy’s mother, Hagar, into the 
desert.  And, of course, we have a whole roster of deeply flawed men to choose from as we 
remember how God uses those who need a second or third or fourth chance to be God’s special 
servants in history.  There is Noah the drunk, Moses the murderer, David the wife-stealer, and 
Paul, who led the persecution of the followers of Jesus until he “saw the light.”  As God chose 
these, so too does Jesus choose the imperfect ones to carry the Good News of God’s love and 
desire for reconciliation. 
 
We can find good examples of this peculiar preference of God for flawed vessels in far more 
recent storytelling as well.  A movie that makes this point well is one of my favorites, 1997’s 
“The Apostle,” written and directed by its star, Robert Duvall.  Duvall plays Sonny Dewey, a 
Pentecostal preacher from Texas.  Although he is a very successful and apparently sincere 
evangelist, he commits a terrible crime early in the movie and becomes a fugitive from the law.  
In a touching scene shortly after his flight, he prays fervently all night for forgiveness and 
guidance, then rebaptizes himself in a nearby river.  Calling himself “the Apostle E. F.,” he 
embarks on a mission to rebuild an abandoned church and to restart its ministry.  Once again, he 
is successful in drawing the community back together and changing lives for the better.  Sonny’s 
joy in doing what he perceives to be the work God has called him to is palpable, not that he 
doesn’t continue to have his issues.  By the end of the film, he has found enough grace to 
surrender quietly to the police who have caught up with him rather than running again or using 
his willing congregation as a shield. 
 
The fact that God embraces, brings into the Kingdom and relies on such very imperfect people as 
Matthew and Sonny Dewey is joyful good news to me and I’ll bet it’s joyful good news for many 
of you as well.  There are things in my life of which I am less than proud.  Most of us have 
secrets in our past, skeletons in our closets that we are not willing to share, even with our closest 
friends.  But the joyful good news in the stories of Matthew and Sonny is that God loves us 
anyway.  The hated collaborator, Matthew, must have lived daily with his shame, must have 
been stunned to hear Jesus say to him, “Follow me.”  What great good news it must have been 
for him to hear Jesus say to his detractors, “Those who are well have no need of a physician, but 
those who are sick; I have come to call not the righteous but sinners.”  As Paul wrote to the 
Philippians, “Rejoice in the Lord always; and again I say, rejoice! 
 
All three Synoptic Gospels move from the story of the calling of the tax collector to the 
questioning of Jesus about his disciples.  Apparently the dinner party that Matthew Levi threw 
for Jesus was a fairly common event.  We know, for example, that a leader of the Pharisees 
threw a dinner for Jesus and that Zacchaeus did likewise.  To the people of Galilee, this was a bit 
of a shock.  The Pharisees were well-known for fasting at least twice a week to demonstrate their 
submission to God.  John the Baptizer and his disciples also fasted as a mark of their repentance 
and preparation for the coming judgment.  But Jesus’ disciples didn’t fast.  To those outside the 
circle, it looked like a continual party. 
 
And, in fact, Jesus endorsed that view.  Wedding feasts in the Galilee of Jesus’ time were 
weeklong affairs that involved a whole village.  Everyone involved did their best to throw the 
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most memorable party ever.  And to fast for any reason during the celebratory period was to 
dishonor the groom and his family and the bride and hers.  Jesus often used the image of the 
wedding party to describe the coming Kingdom of God but he was also intent on reminding 
people that the Kingdom was already near, even, as John’s Gospel remembers it, within or 
among them right then.  For Jesus, relationship with God was so full of joy that it was a constant 
invitation to a party. 
 
I haven’t watched “Saturday Night Live” on a regular basis in a long time and not at all that I can 
recall since the early ‘90s.  I don’t know if the quality of the writing and performing declined or 
if my tastes changed or a little of both.  For me, the original “Not Ready for Prime Time Players” 
were the highpoint of the show’s history, matched only occasionally by those who followed 
them.  But while their senses of humor were questionable, there was something I always found 
endearing about those goofball metalheads Wayne and Garth created by Mike Meyers and Dana 
Carvey first for Canadian TV and then reprised for “SNL” beginning in 1988 in sketches entitled 
“Wayne’s World.”  Do you remember the concept?  Two longhaired teenagers sending out a 
community access cable TV show from the basement of the home of Wayne’s parents?  Each 
sketch began with some truly awful music, Wayne wailing away on his electric guitar, Garth 
banging drumsticks on his thighs, and each of them “singing,” “It’s Wayne’s World!  It’s 
Wayne’s World!  Party time!  Excellent!”  As they introduced each other, they would greet each 
other: “Party on, Garth!”  “Party on, Wayne!”  And then the sophomoric humor would 
commence.  But there was something irrepressibly joyful about those first few seconds.  And it 
occurred to me this week, as I read and re-read this passage, that same joy was what Jesus was 
suggesting could be found in the Kingdom of God, in his presence, for as long as he was around.  
I got a very silly vision in my head of Jesus and his disciples, reclining around a dinner table: 
“Party on, Matthew!”  “Party on, Jesus!” 
 
And, of course, the joyful Good News for us is that the bridegroom is among us, even now.  I 
think we forget that sometimes in the Church.  I know I’m guilty of that.  I get fixated on all the 
things that are wrong with the world and how hard we need to work to help to bring the 
Kingdom closer to fruition and I forget that it’s supposed to be a party.  Yes, it’s true that Jesus 
was gone for a while – for three days in fact.  But then, as they like to say in the Black Church 
tradition, he got up!  And when he left again, he left his disciples with the comforting presence of 
the Holy Spirit so that the party could continue.  We have that presence among us today and we 
need to acknowledge it.  We need to remember the joy of Christ’s presence.  We need to party 
on, Christians! 
 
The joyful party theme continues with the last two verses although they can sound like some sort 
of ominous warning and have, I think, often been preached that way.  It’s true that these mini-
parables about patched clothes and old wineskins are a reminder to us that change is called for.  
In our rapidly changing, progress obsessed culture, every generation brings its new ideas that 
challenge the status quo, every generation engages its parents to one extent or another in a 
struggle over whose ideas are best, who is in and who is out, who is hip and who is square.  And 
then young grow old and our ideas become set and the cycle begins again.  So on one level, we 
take these warnings to heart appropriately, always seeking the right balance between those who 
are novelty generators and those who are conformity generators and remembering that last 
generation’s novelty is the next generation’s conformity.  But the message here is also one of joy 
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because (thanks be to God!) Christ Jesus is the One Who Makes All Things New.  As long as we 
remain tuned to the movements of the Holy Spirit in our lives, we are in the process that Karl 
Barth called Semper Reformanda, always reforming.  If we are clothed in Christ, as Paul said, 
then we are always in new clothes.  When we drink the wine of the Spirit’s presence, our wine 
skins stay flexible.  See, it is still a party. 
 
I mentioned at the outset that I learned something this week from taking a wider view of the first 
part of Mark’s Gospel.  As I look over the first two chapters and into the third, Mark seems to be 
relentlessly building an invitation to the party I keep mentioning.  Everything is spiraling 
upwards into joy.  From verse 14 of chapter one, when Jesus come to Galilee, “proclaiming the 
good news of God,” everything he does and says seems to amplify that proclamation.  He gathers 
the fishermen to himself, ordinary everyday people, peasants, nobody special except in his eyes 
and in the eyes of God.  He teaches in the synagogues, helping more people to catch the joy, and 
he heals those considered unhealable: the demon-possessed, the diseased, the lepers, the 
paralytics.  He forgives sins – blasphemous, say the scribes, but the people glorify God.  He 
restores the tax collector to the fellowship of his neighbors and of God.  He reminds the people 
that God’s laws are for their behalf not so that they will become slaves yet again to the Law 
rather than to the Egyptians.  He heals on the Sabbath to prove his point.  And that’s when the 
opposition really starts.  But until those killjoys, the Pharisees and the Herodians, begin to 
conspire together against him, Jesus brings unalloyed joy wherever he goes. 
 
It is that unalloyed joy we need to recapture on a regular basis.  When we gather here, no matter 
how sober the message of the day may be, let us remind each other of the joy to be found in the 
Way of Jesus and in each other’s company.  As Pamela Greenberg translates the psalm, let our 
souls be wild for the Source of Wonder and Joy.  Let us remember, not just on Sunday but every 
day, to give God the glory, for God has done great things for us.  Let us remember that we can be 
joyful while we march to Zion and not just when we get there.  Let us rejoice, on this day, on 
every day so that we can teach our neighbors the true meaning of joy.  Let us rejoice and give 
thanks and sing.  Amen. 


