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Grace and Peace to You in the name of God Our Loving Creator and Our 

Lord and Savior Jesus Christ! 

 

In my newsletter article this month I wrote about how Martin Luther got thrust 

into political situations and how the Reformation while it was guided by faith, 

had ramifications that were very political.  Jesus was thrust into the political 

sphere as well.  Here in this lesson, he has just entered Jerusalem triumphantly 

on a tiny donkey, a religious but also political act, intended to make those in 

power, particularly the Roman army who were overlords of the city, feel silly 

with their big parades and shows of power.  This was a religious act and also 

political satire.  It showed that to be a leader you didn’t need big special 

effects, parades or fireworks, you just needed to know what it meant to be on 

the ground level—with the people. 

 

Boy that ruffled some feathers.  People must have wondered why Jesus if he 

had power from God wouldn’t use it to violently overthrow the government. 

He seemed to prefer winning hearts and minds.  But he does get violent (if you 

see destruction of property as violence) and revolutionary, but he doesn’t dish 

it out to the Roman oppressors.  No, he saves that for the religious authorities in 

the Temple.  He overturns tables of the money changers and says he is 



reclaiming his Father’s house.  A shocking and revolutionary act aimed at the 

religious powers not the military powers. 

 

It is in this context that our gospel story occurs.  This is the start of the political 

repercussions for Jesus’ actions.  The chief priests and the elders show up and 

give him the first of five public challenges to his authority.  If answered to their 

satisfaction or if he failed in his response, it could have saved Jesus’ life, 

perhaps he could have been dismissed instead of sent to the cross.  The chief 

priests and elders don’t like their authority being challenged the way that 

Jesus is doing.  Jesus is taking their place at the table of power.  He is holding 

forth in the Temple, and that is their territory.  So they seek to challenge his 

authority with five challenges.  If they can undermine his authority they can 

dislodge him from their space of power.  But Jesus doesn’t allow it.  He is too 

smart for them and knows exactly what they are trying to do and exactly what 

he needs to do.  He knows that if he does not give into their will they will go to 

the Romans and get them to help dislodge him from the seat of authority he 

has taken from them.  If the authorities can shame him through how he 

responds they can save face.  But instead he shames them with the truth 

again and again.   

 

So they challenge his authority with a question “By what authority are you 

doing these things?” and he sets a trap for them by returning a challenging 

question about John the Baptist and then telling them a story and they fall 

right into it.  He knows that, just like with Luther’s response to the Catholic 



church during the Reformation, political and religious power were 

intermingled.  Those with religious authority had power or were able to get it 

through their religious position and authority, so that most of the religious 

authorities Jesus challenges were wealthy landowners.  He tells the story of the 

two brothers told to tend the vineyard.  Israel was often referred to as a 

vineyard in that culture, so Jesus uses that in the story to make his point.   

 

One brother says he will tend the vineyard and doesn’t and the other says he 

won’t but does.  And Jesus asks, “which of the two did the will of the father?” 

The answer seems simple but in answering Jesus makes it clear that those in 

religious authority have sold out to political ambition.  They have failed to tend 

their Father’s vineyard and do God’s work.  And yet these people are the ones 

that rip into those that don’t have the same pedigree and say that they can’t 

be a part of Jesus community or the religious community because they are 

“tax collectors and prostitutes” in other words they are seen as “sinners” and 

“unworthy” to be in religious company.  They are unworthy to be in the space 

that Jesus is occupying.  And that is exactly why Jesus is taking this space 

back.  HE knows the people on the ground level.  He does not see himself as 

above them but with them.  These religious authorities think their job is to label 

“sinners” and exclude them rather than being a part of God’s redemption of 

sinners.  These authorities are used to looking down on sinners as lesser humans, 

and now they see Jesus is right there with them, looking up at them, and in 

their seat of power.  Jesus makes it clear that the authorities are the sinners in 

God’s eyes, for selling out the interests of the people God cares about, and 



Jesus does it through the power of a story and political satire.  Much more 

effective than the attack ads we see on TV these days. 

 

They say Abraham Lincoln told often told stories, like parables, when asked 

difficult questions or to prove a point.  But Jesus in his response isn’t proving a 

point as much as embarrassing those in power.  Making them feel weak, 

based on facts not fiction.  With each response to their challenges he 

embarrasses them more and makes them take drastic action that leads to him 

dying on a cross.  They thought they got rid of a political problem with the 

action, but Jesus through this action redeemed the sins of the world, right after 

he illustrated the sins of the powerful.  

 

You know we’ve been trying to keep these services short, (because the pastor 

is so long winded).  And we debated taking out the first lesson today because I 

felt like it would take a lot of explanation to understand but this text from 

Ezekiel has to do with something we all know about.  Suffering.  When we are 

suffering who is to blame?  The post-exile Jewish community are a group of 

people that have labeled themselves sinners.  But they have done so because 

of the sins of their parents.  They think they cannot get out of their 

predicament.  This labeling of “sinners” can be done by religious authorities like 

in our gospel or by the people themselves like in Ezekiel, so that it seems an 

inescapable identity.  We know that cycles of violence and abuse can occur 

in families and societies, where you end up blaming the victims and the victims 

feel they are stuck in an inescapable situation and inescapable identity.  God 



has a message for those who perpetuate abuse and those that believe they 

cannot escape their fate of suffering.  Turn, then and live.  This is a message of 

hope for those that feel stuck AND for those that pretend that the hurt they are 

experiencing doesn’t exist.  In order for us to live truly abundant lives in God’s 

grace we are all called to turn toward the life God offers and not the patterns 

of hurt, despair, and ignorance that can cut off our relationship with God and 

with each other. 

 

I shared a poem that my father wrote on that subject for my Pastor’s Corner 

last Monday.  My Dad was someone who has had a lot of struggle in his life 

and has needed God’s grace to guide him through suffering and difficulty. 

He’s also a guy who worked construction, farmed, and did tough guy jobs and 

couldn’t help writing poetry and that was a gift to me, to know that the labels 

and groups that people try to put us in are not what God intends.  When God 

asks us to turn and live, to choose life God wants us to be our true self and to 

admit when we are feeling weak and suffering.  But to not blame others or get 

stuck in despair that we can’t escape our labels or our current situation.  There 

is always hope in the Lord. 

 

When I was 21, my Dad visited me at college.  I can’t remember if I’d dropped 

out or was contemplating dropping out but I was going through a period of 

difficulty.  But the label of “college drop-out” is one I got.  My dad brought me 

this magazine with a poem by Jack Kerouac that changed my life and my 

faith.  Getting religious wisdom from the author of “On the Road” may seem 



like a strange source, but Kerouac was someone who was used to breaking 

through labels and in his younger years he wrestled with faith and wrote this 

poem. 

 

And what do I owe You, God for my gifts: 

I owe you perspiration and suffering  

and all the dark night of my life: 

God I owe you godliness and diligence, 

God I owe you this blackest loneliness, 

and terrified dreams— 

but humbleness, God I have none and 

I owe it to You:  for I would have You 

reach down a hand to me, to help me 

up to You—Oh I am not humble. 

Give me this last gift, God, and I will 

be humble, I will owe You humbleness, 

but only give me the gift. 

Spit in my soul, God, for asking and 

always asking, and for not giving and 

owing what I have given, and give, 

and shall give:  God make me give. 

Old Job there of the three thousand five 

hundred years a mouldering in his grave, 

Old Job there is your servant, God: 



forgive me for my youth, then, forgive 

me for it, God, oh make me a giver. 

(Jack Kerouac 1947,  The Atlantic Monthly Nov 1998) 

 

God wants us to choose life.  A life that doesn’t deny suffering but that invites 

us into the source of all giving.  Humility and love that meets us where we are 

at not from a high judgment seat.  That is what Jesus did.  He showed up and 

took the judgment seat and made it a mercy seat.  He gave everything as our 

text from Philippians says,  “Being in the form of God he emptied himself did 

not regard equality with God to be exploited but emptied himself”. That 

phrase is often mistranslated as “though in the form of God” as if this is 

somehow different than God’s character, but the Greek points us to an 

understanding of God that is closer to Kerouac’s understanding.  God as the 

Giver.  A character that is both humble and generous.  And as Jack Kerouac 

asks, “Lord make me a Giver” he may or may not know that he is paraphrasing 

Philippians that says, “Let the same mind be in you”.   

 

May you be inspired by the hope we have in a God that is humble and 

generous.  Who does not label you or our neighbor but always invites us into 

the giving, always invites us to choose life!  May God help you see and hear 

that invitation today.  Amen. 

 

May the peace that passes all understanding keep your heart and mind in 

Christ Jesus our Lord. 



  


