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23 After Jesus had come into the Temple
Courts, the chief priests and the elders of the
people came up to him as he was teaching,
and said, “What authority have you to do
these things? Who gave you this authority?”

24 “I, too,” said Jesus 1n reply, “will ask you
one question; 1f you will give me an answer
to 1t, then I, also, will tell you what authority
I have to act as I do. 25 It 1s about John’s
baptism. What was its origin? Divine or
human?” But they began arguing among
themselves, “If we say ‘divine,” he will say

to us ‘Why then didn’t you believe him?’



26 But if we say ‘human,’ we are afraid of
the people, for everyone regards John as a
prophet.” 27 So the answer they gave Jesus

was — “We do not know.”

“Then I,” he said, “refuse to tell you what
authority I have to do these things. 28 What
do you think of this? There was a man who
had two sons. He went to the elder and said
‘Go and work 1n the vineyard today my
son.” 29 ‘Yes, sir,” he answered; but he did
not go. 30 Then the father went to the
second son, and said the same. ‘I will not,’
he answered; but afterward he was sorry and

went. 31 Which of the two sons did as his



father wished?” “The second,” they said. “I
tell you,” added Jesus, “that tax collectors
and prostitutes are going into the kingdom
of God before you. 32 For when John came
to you, walking 1n the path of righteousness,
you did not believe him, but tax collectors
and prostitutes did; and yet you, though you
saw this, even then were not sorry, nor did

you believe him.

(1)
In the Name of God, Father, Son, and
Holy Spirit. Amen.



David Niven, the actor, had been 1n the
British army prior to World War 11, but
resigned his commission and came to
America. He established himself as a major
Hollywood star -- but when the Second
World war began, he returned to Britain and
rejoined the army and served with

distinction.

After the war, Niven didn't tell many war
stories, but here 1s one of the few: After the
Germans surrendered, Niven was assigned
to set up a check point 1n rural Germany,
and early on he noticed a farm wagon

coming toward him with two men sitting



behind the horse. They were dressed like
farmers, so he was ready to let them pass.
Then he noticed that one of them was
wearing German army field boots. He took
out his pistol and told his corporal to cover
him with his machine gun. He stopped the
wagon and asked the men 1n his halting

German to show their papers.

The man with the boots said, “I speak
English. This man has papers. I have
none.” His face was a picture of utter

weariness -- of great despair.



Niven asked his name, and the man gave
his name and rank -- he was a German

general. He said, “We are not armed.”

Niven asked, “Where are you coming
from, sir?” The general replied, “Berlin.”
Niven asked, “Where are you going, sir?”
The general passed a hand over the stubble
of his chin. He looked down the road and
closed his eyes. “Home,” he said quietly.
“It's not far now.... Only one more

kilometer.”

They were quiet for a few moments.
Then Niven said, “Go ahead, Sir” -- adding,

“Please cover your boots.”



With sobbing intakes of breath, the general
covered his face with both hands -- and then

he and his friend drove on -- to home.

What would have happened if that
general had demanded that Niven stand
aside -- if he had said, “I am General So-
and-so -- Get out of the way.” At the very

least, he would have spent the night 1n jail.

But he knew that he had nothing to offer
Niven -- and his repentance and humility

saved him.

So, also, we need to approach the
kingdom of heaven with repentance and

humility. If we approach heaven arrogantly,



9
saying, “Lord, Lord, did we not prophesy 1n
your name, and cast out demons 1n your
name, and do many deeds of power 1n your
name?” the Lord is likely to respond, “I

never knew you; go away from me, you

evildoers.” (Matthew 7:22-23)

The proper prayer for each of us — lay
person, bishop, priest, or deacon -- tax
collector or prostitute -- 1s “God, be merciful
to me, a sinner!” (Luke 18:13). When we
learn to pray that prayer from our hearts, we
can be sure that God will forgive us and

make us whole.

The poet Helene Wodehouse wrote,
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“We think we must climb to a certain height

of goodness
before we can reach God.
But...Jesus says ‘I am the Way.’

...If you are 1n a hole, the Way begins ...in a

hole.

“The moment we set our face in the same

direction as God’s,
we are walking with God.”

Bishop Fulton J. Sheen once commented,
“In other religions, one must be purified

before one can knock at the door; 1n
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Christianity, one knocks on the door as a

sinner, and He Who answers us -- heals.”

In our present state of sin, we can only
repent and pray that God will indeed heal us
of our frailties, and that at the end we will

stand with His Son 1n Glory.

Here’s a story from the late Andrew M.
Greeley, a well-known Roman Catholic
writer and priest who entertained us for

many years with his mystery novels:

http://www.agreeley.com/homilies99/sep269
9.html

“Once upon a time, not so very long ago,

there were two sisters who were the


http://www.agreeley.com/homilies99/sep2699.html
http://www.agreeley.com/homilies99/sep2699.html
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neighborhood baby-sitters. One evening the
new couple on the block hired the younger
sister to baby sit for their children. When
they returned home, the house was a mess,
the sitter was half asleep on the couch, and it
looked like the children had not followed
their routine of washing up and brushing
their teeth. The next morning, the children
were so excited. They told their parents
how the sitter had played with them and told
them wonderful stories and ran races with
them and helped them say their prayers
before they went to sleep. Still, the parents
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decided they would not use a sitter who left

such a mess again.

“The next time they went out they hired
the older sister. When they returned home
this time, the house was neat and orderly,
the children asleep, the baby-sitter at the
table studying. She reported that the
children had been angels and there were no
problems. They were very pleased with her
and gave her an extra tip. The next morning
the children complained that the sitter had
yelled at them using swear words, made
them play outside after dark while she talked

to her boyfriend on the phone, made them
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g0 to bed early, and then went outside and
smoked and talked with some friends.
Which of the two sitters would you want to

use?”’

The English historian and writer C.S.
Lewis said, “A person cannot remain just ‘a
good egg’ forever. Either one must hatch or
rot.” Are we hatching or are we rotting?
Time will tell, and our time 1s God's time.
What will we do to carry the gospel into our
workplace, shopping place, worship place,
or home? How will anyone recognize us as

open-handed Christians?
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Someone has said that today's gospel 1s
not about working “for” our salvation but it
1s about working “out” our salvation. We
cannot earn salvation, but we can show forth
the joy for what we have by doing acts of
mercy, love, kindness, giving self-respect to
the unrespectable, putting ourselves 1n

others' shoes.

Pastor Gary Charles, one of my favorite
preachers on this text today, tells the story of
a young boy who was headed off for his first
day of school wearing a brand new baseball

cap. His mom waited for him as he boarded
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the bus and was back to greet him after
school. The first thing she noticed as he
came off the bus that afternoon was that the
cap was gone, missing. She began the
familiar parental tirade. “We just bought
that hat for you. You had to have that
particular [professional baseball] hat. Now,
one day at school and it's gone.” Maybe you
have heard such a lecture. When the first
grader was finally allowed to speak, he said,
“Mom, my teacher told us that Sandy won't
be 1n school this year because she's got this
thing that makes her hair fall out. It's gonna
be getting cold pretty soon, Mom, and I just



thought Sandy should have something to
keep her head warm.” He had learned how

to apply his Sunday School lessons.

Do we commend the faith within us? If
we are not wearing our Sunday best, how
would someone know we are Christians
working in God's vineyard? How does our

faith “shine through™?

The two sons 1n today's gospel had
different responses. Some have noted that
Jesus does not say a word of specific

commendation for either. But he does note

17
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that the outcasts of society are getting into
God's kingdom ahead of those who know
and say the right thing but do not do it. The
outcasts have heard the call for repentance
and have heeded that call by changing their
minds and believing. What about the pious
ones? Are they we? Are we being gently
encouraged to change our minds and ways
as well and come 1nto God's way of doing

things?

In a Mark Twain anecdote, a Boston
business man notorious for his ruthlessness

announced to Twain, “Before I die I mean to
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make a pilgrimage to the Holy Land. I will
climb Mount Sinai and read the Ten
Commandments aloud at the top.” To which
Mark Twain said, “I have a better idea. You
could stay home in Boston and keep the Ten

Commandments.”

The Rev. Vicky Lightning wrote, “My
father always said that it didn't really matter
what really happened but how faithfully you

met the challenge.”

Herein lies our dilemma, we can look

good, or we can be good; oftentimes the two
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do not seem so different, at least not on the
surface. But the God who always looks on
us sees all and will recognize who went to
serve 1n the field of God with unbelievers,
maybe prostitutes and tax collectors, and
who would rather share glances at the local
country club. The way to heaven 1s not
always difficult, but the way away from
heaven 1s usually very easy. We have to
decide 1in our own hearts what the Lord 1s
trying to tell us to do for him for enabling
and growing his Kingdom on earth as 1t 1s 1n

heaven.

Amen.
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