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Exodus 17:1-7, Psalm 78:1-4,12-16, Philippians 2:1-13, Matthew 21:23-32

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other. Amen.


There is a wonderful story about a group of military leaders who succeeded in building a super computer that was able to solve any problem–large or small, strategic or tactical.  The military leaders assembled in front of the new computer for a demonstration.  The engineer conducting the demonstration instructed these officers to feed a difficult tactical problem into it.  So the leaders proceeded to describe a hypothetical situation to the computer and then asked the pivotal question: attack or retreat?   The enormous super computer hummed away for an hour and then printed out its one-word answer....YES


The generals looked at each other, somewhat stupefied.  Finally one of them submitted a second question to the computer: YES WHAT?  Instantly the computer responded: YES, SIR!


The chief priests and the elders of the people in today’s gospel from Matthew were accustomed to people saying “Yes, sir” to them.  They were the religious authorities.  They were used to being treated as such.  But 
there was a new teacher in town, a teacher who was threatening their authority. And their authority was important to them.   We can see that in the questions they ask of Jesus “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?”


To say the least, the religious leaders were alarmed.  They feared Jesus’ popularity, his ability to heal and to perform miracles.  Chronologically this exchange between Jesus and the Pharisees takes place during Holy Week.  Jesus has already entered Jerusalem triumphantly on Palm Sunday and overturned the tables of the money changers.    And as one would expect our Lord is encountering increasing opposition and challenge from the religious authorities.  In their eyes, Jesus was preaching heresy and leading people away from the religious traditions and authority that defined the Jews.  The Pharisees wanted to expose Jesus as a fraud.


It was in this context that Jesus told a story about a man who had two sons.  He went to the first and said, “Son, go and work today in the vineyard.”


The boy immediately replied, “No.”  Later he changed his mind and 

went.  Then the father went to his other son and said the same thing.  This one answered, “O.K.” but he never got out to the vineyard.  Then Jesus asked a simple question; “Which of the two did what his father wanted?”


“The first,” they answered.


Then Jesus delivered the punch line, “I tell you the truth, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God ahead of you.  For John came to you to show you the way of righteousness, and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the prostitutes did.  And even after you saw this, you did not repent and believe him.”  


Ouch! That really was a punch line, and the Pharisees were the ones who were punched.  I imagine Jesus heard some gasps and “How dare he!” from the crowd that day.   It was unthinkable to compare the righteous Pharisee to blatant sinners like the tax-collectors and prostitutes.  Didn’t he know that the Pharisees were too good to be lumped together with the likes of them?   Didn’t he know that only those people with the “right credentials,” so to speak, would make it into the Kingdom of God?  What was Jesus talking about and why was he castigating the best people in town?


Jesus, unlike the Pharisees, is not interested in authority or rules.  Our Lord is interested in authenticity. The priests and elders reply that the first son obeyed the will of his father; and in this they expose their own hypocrisy.  For the first son could be compared to the tax collectors and prostitutes who represented corruption but eventually responded to John the Baptist’s  message of repentance.  Thus these so-called sinners will enter the Kingdom of heaven.


The tax-collectors and prostitutes knew they were sinners, just like all of us are, and repented.  They were their authentic selves. Those who seem least likely, responded in belief to God’s chosen speakers.  And Jesus said plainly that they would enter the Kingdom of heaven first.   On the other hand, the religious authorities were like the second son, who professed to be righteous, but rejected John and all that he taught.  Even after they saw the changed lives of sinners, they still refused to believe.  In relation to God, they continued to play the part of the second son who would say “yes” but never follow through with his actions.

         There is an old Japanese legend that tells of a man who died and went to heaven.  Heaven was beautiful— full of lush gardens and glittering mansions.  But then the man came to a room lined with shelves.  On the shelves were stacked piles of human ears!  A heavenly guide explained that these ears belonged to all the people on earth who listened each week to the word of God, but never acted on God’s teachings.  Their worship never resulted in action.  When these people died, therefore, only their ears ended up in heaven.


Jesus is dealing with a bunch of “earless” religious folk in this passage.   Jesus is not looking at status or authority, he is looking for authenticity.  Another way of phrasing that might be Jesus is looking for what I do with all that I have when I say I believe.


In his book Experiencing Jesus, Mark Link writes that Jesus’ parables are “earthly stories with a heavenly meaning.”  They are stories couched in everyday images familiar to us, which are used to teach us something we do not know.


Link breaks the parables into two groups: “window” stories and “mirror” stories.  The first is exemplified in the Parable of the Lost Sheep a “window” through which the hearer can “see” the untiring nature of God’s love for the lost.


“Mirror” parables, on the other hand, are stories that “hold up a mirror” to their listeners.  They are “word mirrors” that provide a true picture of what really is the case–as opposed to what the listener thinks is the case.


Today’s parable of the two sons is a “mirror” story.  It is designed to show the chief priests and elders of the people—and anyone else full of their own righteousness–how things really are.  It is not focused on authority but authenticity.  Rather than pointing an accusatory finger at these religious big shots, Jesus holds up a mirror to them.  This short parable can also be a mirror to us in our time.


If we hold up a mirror to our own lives what will we see— a person who has the integrity to follow what and where God leads, putting the needs of others first?   A person who faithfully attempts to put what he or she hears on Sunday into action during the week? Or are we a person who is focused on themselves and what they need? Or as one author put it, if the gospel is our story and people look at us to see it, what have we modeled today?


Today’s gospel could have some of us thinking where is the good news here?  Is it hopeless? Am I more into authority or into authenticity.  If we are thinking my life is unredeemable and awful, probably we are exactly those people who are working hard in response to God’s call, leaving little room for ourselves to be human.  They are the people who also need to hear this story sent to me by Polly Brooks entitled “A Quilt of Holes.”


As I faced my Maker at the last judgment, I knelt before the Lord along with all the other souls.  Before each of us laid our lives like the squares of a quilt in many piles; an angel sat before each of us sewing our quilt squares together into a tapestry that is our life.


But as my angel took each piece of cloth off the pile, I noticed how ragged and empty each of my squares was.  They were filled with giant holes.  Each square was labeled with a part of my life that had been difficult, the challenges and temptations I was faced with in every day life.  I saw hardships that I endured, which were the largest holes of all.


I glanced around me.  Nobody else had such squares.  Other than a tiny hole here and there, the other tapestries were filled rich color and the bright hues of world fortune.  I gazed upon my own life and was disheartened.  My angel was sewing the ragged pieces of cloth together, threadbare and empty, like binding air.


Finally the time came when each life was to be displayed, held up to the light, the scrutiny of truth.  The others rose; each in turn, holding up their tapestries.  So filled their lives had been.   My angel looked upon me; and nodded for me to rise.


My gaze dropped to the ground in shame.  I hadn’t had all the earthly fortunes.  I had love in my life, and laughter.  But there had also been trials of illness, and wealth, and false accusations that took from me my world as I knew it.   I had to start over many times.  I often struggled with the temptation to quit, only to somehow muster the strength to pick up an begin again.  I spent many nights on my knees in prayer, asking for help and guidance in my life.  I had often been held up to ridicule, which I endured painfully, each time offering it up to the Father in hopes that I would not melt within my skin beneath the judgmental gaze of those who unfairly judged me.


And now, I had to face the truth.  My life was what it was, and I had to accept it for what it was.  I rose and slowly lifted the combined squares of my life to the light. An awe-filled gasp filled the air.  I gazed around at the others who stared at me with wide eyes.  Then I looked upon the tapestry before me.  Light flooded the many holes, creating an image, the face of Christ.  Then our Lord stood before me, with warmth and love in his eyes.  He said, “Every time you gave over your life to Me, it became My life, My hardships, and My struggles.  Each point of light in your life is when you stepped aside and let Me shine through, until there was more of Me than there was of you.”


May all our quilts be threadbare and worn, allowing Christ to shine through! God determines who and what walks into our life... it’s up to us to decide who and what we let walk away, who and what we let stay, and who and what we refuse to let go.


Because what really matters is what we actually do in response to God’s call or what we do with what we have when we say we believe.

In the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit.  Amen.



Proper 21 A   Page  


