September 25, 2005    Pentecost 19

What do you think?
Jesus’ first words in the parable we read today are addressed not just to the elders and chief priests that met him as he taught in the Temple courtyards, but believers like we who sit here today, and to the world at large.  

It is rather like the question Jesus asked the disciples at Caesarea Philippi at the foot of snow capped Mount Hermon.  Then he asked them “Who do people say that I am?”  He got a mix of answers, some saying that they had heard Jesus compared to a great prophet or even the return of Elijah.  Then he got in their face and asked who they thought he was.  Peter is credited with giving the correct response – inspired/inspirited by God’ Holy Spirit.
Now the questioning begins with the Temple leadership, who come asking “Who do you think you are?” [in not so many words]and it get turned around upon them and Jesus asks THEM – who do you think I am?  Where does my authority come from?

Their questioning may have started out as procedure – asking for credentials, but now there was a lot more at stake. Jesus had put them between a rock and a hard place.  They needed to come clean, repent of their rejection of John, and follow the people, or stand firmly against John and face the wrath of the people.  

Well, the Temple leadership seemed to be no different that any political leadership ever has been.  They “put their finger into the wind” to figure out what their answer should be – they wanted to keep the people on their side and so instead of leading them to the truth, the leaders became followers.  This was no democracy we are talking about, like America where the people are the government and their collective opinion is a foundation for decision making.  Here we have the authority resting firmly on the shoulders of the few, who have made some decisions, but now are waffling.  

They could not – or would not answer the question put to them by Jesus.  They just couldn’t put into public words what they were convinced of and take a stand.   But what you think is ultimately what you will do.  Their verdict comes in the deep darkness of night without public witnesses, and it ends with Jesus beaten and nailed to a Roman cross.
So Jesus will not tell them there and then where His authority comes from, rather Jesus answers them with a story, not about cousin John and cousin Jesus, now it is about the listeners – the elders and us. 
Re-read Matthew 21:28-31.      Two sons, told to go and do the Father’s will.  One says “yes” but fails to do; one says “no” but goes to do the work.   The story, of course, is a challenge to all of us who say our “yes.”  The Church has publicly said “yes” to God and before the world, but what becomes of the our words.

If Jesus’ authority is from God then we do as HE has taught us and he has priority over all previous teachings or teachings to follow.  This is part of the sola Christus we confess – that Christ is the only one to save – the only one to have authority, this is what modifies sola Scriptura – that is Scripture alone that guides us, Scripture as taught us by Christ the Living Word of God.
This puts us squarely into the midst of Paul’s sermon to the Philippians.  From the earliest days the church has recognized that Paul understood by what authority Jesus was speaking and what Jesus was calling us to do.  
Look at the words that he uses to call us to action – ENCOURAGEMENT, COMPASSION, CONSOLATION  let these things be among you -  have the same mind and same agape among you.  Let nothing be done in selfish ambition or conceit.   Look to the interests of others rather than your own self interest, and think of others as better than yourself.  Christ is the authority – the standard to live up to. 

Perhaps when we think of Jesus as a standard to live up to we begin to think of requirements, a list of do’s and don’ts that sound like laws.  Then we begin to check off what we have done, and look at others to list what they have failed to do.  We sink into the pit of despair.

Yesterday on Weekend America a NPR program I heard of a music professor whose mode of operation is to give everyone an “A” with only one stipulation – to write a letter, dated on year from now, written in the past tense stating why the recipient deserved the “A”.  He modeled this after Jesus, and Martin Luther King, Jr. who set forth a vision of what could be – and then the discovery that in imagining it became reality.  

Jesus tells this story – a vision of one who said no – but goes out to be everything the Father wanted.  He sets himself as a vision before our eyes – to emulate and become like him ourselves.  And the professor and students = all of us discover that the fear of evaluation is gone, the joy of the performance replaces it, the growth and change desire is achieved.

And now let us hear once again the vision placed before our eyes in the words of the most beautiful hymn of all  - sharing what Jesus did.  Philippians 2:5-8  and the result will be that “Every knee will bow and every tongue will confess.”   The vision of paradise.
One day there will be no yeas that are  “no”  and no “no’s” that are  really “yes” –The Rev. Debbie Royal of the Four Winds Native American Ministry – Episcopal in AZ put it this way:

  “If we are to do the will of God, we need to let our hearts be broken open and become a people transformed, forgiven, and renewed. God expects us to live in a way that reflects God’s love and the wonder of all creation....   But imitating the example is just that.  Until we allow ourselves to be transformed, we will not be changed.  We, the people of God, were meant to be transformed by all that Jesus did for us—and by all that God continues to do for us in our lives.  The Israelites could have been transformed by the miracle of the water.  The chief priests and elders of the temple might have been transformed by John or other unlikely suspects. The tax collectors and prostitutes were transformed.”   
As the hymn that Paul shares ends were are given a vision of the Kingdom of Heaven.  Every knee is bowed before the authority of the Son; every tongue confesses that Jesus Christ is Lord to the glory of the Father.  One day the most despised with is at the beginning of the parade of honor next to the general on the white horse.

What do you think?  Who is the Jesus?  Who do we follow?  Who will we become?
