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SCRIPTURE 
 
23 Jesus entered the temple courts, and, while he was teaching, the chief priests and the elders 
of the people came to him. “By what authority are you doing these things?” they asked. “And 
who gave you this authority?” 24 Jesus replied, “I will also ask you one question. If you answer 
me, I will tell you by what authority I am doing these things. 25 John’s baptism—where did it 
come from? Was it from heaven, or of human origin?” 
 
They discussed it among themselves and said, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will ask, ‘Then 
why didn’t you believe him?’ 26 But if we say, ‘Of human origin’—we are afraid of the people, 
for they all hold that John was a prophet.” 27 So they answered Jesus, “We don’t know.” Then 
he said, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things. 
 
28 “What do you think? There was a man who had two sons. He went to the first and said, ‘Son, 
go and work today in the vineyard.’ 29 “‘I will not,’ he answered, but later he changed his mind 
and went. 30 “Then the father went to the other son and said the same thing. He answered, ‘I 
will, sir,’ but he did not go. 31 “Which of the two did what his father wanted?” 
 
“The first,” they answered. Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the 
prostitutes are entering the kingdom of God ahead of you. 32 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. 

 
Matthew 21:23-32 New International Version (NIV) 

 
Introduction 
 
1. In my family, I am the middle child between an older brother and younger sister. We were 

raised in a Christian home with more than a few times my brother and I being compared to 
the ancient Hebrew biblical characters and brothers Jacob and Esau. For those unfamiliar 
with their account in the book of Genesis, the first Hebrew text of the Bible—Jacob and 
Esau were fraternal twins who had a complicated and competing relationship through most 
of their life. Even from conception the two struggled in the womb of Rebekah, their mother.  
Esau was birthed first and was the favorite of their father Isaac. Jacob was birthed second 
and the favorite of Rebekah. Esau was hard working and a hunter, Jacob stuck closer to 
home and was a mama’s boy. 
 
The long arc of my relationship with my brother is one that has some parallels to Jacob and 
Esau in that, like them we were more competitive when younger and then when becoming 
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adults we reconciled and have become very close friends. But, the old family tropes from 
our childhood still ring in my ears with Mike, like Esau being rough, hard working, and 
always in some kind of power struggle with mom, and me being, like Jacob, often called by 
my siblings “Danny the Golden Boy” because I loved to perform and break away from my 
middle child status in the family system. 
 

2. Interestingly, and pointing toward today’s parable of Jesus about two sons—my mother to 
this day refers to Jesus’ parable and describes our adolescent and pre-teen years saying 
“Mike was most always like the first son who said “I will not” but then later changed his 
mind and went. And, Dan always said he would do something, but then didn’t actually do 
the work.” To be clear about something here—I have always been an over-achiever with 
sometimes an over the top obsession work ethic around whatever I was doing. So, it wasn’t 
that I didn’t work hard, its just that maybe I lacked some integrity in always telling my 
mother that I was happy to do what she was asking of me, but not actually moving her 
priorities to the top of my work list.  
 
I don’t remember exactly how long it took me to close the gap between what I said I would 
do for others and what I actually did, but I can assure you that a beautiful and high justice 
women named Holly Pupich came into my life in 1986 and from our wedding in 1990 to the 
present, she has consistently helped to shine the light on any distance between 
“performance Dan” and “follow through Dan”! And, I love her for it. And, my mother loves 
her for it too—even if my mother continues to tell her own version of the parable of the two 
sons over and over again. Isn’t it amazing how we are never quite able, no matter what we 
do, to fully eradicate the original stereotypes that our family labels us with in our childhood. 
(Sarcastically) I’m NEVER going to do that to my boys! 
 

3. Today’s parable is the first in the sequence of three parables that Gospel biographer 
Matthew lined up to frame the fitful relationship between Jesus and the religious hierarchy 
of his family of origin. The setting of today’s parable is the temple courts in Jerusalem, 
during the first Holy Week. To say that Jesus was in conflict with the religious 
establishment would be an understatement. The religious leaders not only doubted Jesus’ 
authority, they saw him as a serious threat and danger to their way of doing religious 
business. They wanted him arrested and preferably killed. But, as Matthew tells us later in 
chapter 21: “they were afraid of the crowd because the people held that he was a 
prophet.”1  
 
Today’s parable was addressed to the personal and religious resistance that the 
establishment had to Jesus’ way of framing the kingdom of God. The second parable, “The 
Parable of the Tenants,” speaks to the larger picture of who owns or is in charge of the 
Kingdom, and the third parable, “The Parable of the Wedding Banquet” which I will address 
next week, speaks to both a generous invitation to all and an exacting justice for those who 
are ruthless to others, particularly those who do violence in the name of God.  
 

Our way of getting at the meaning of today’s Parable of the Two Sons is to acknowledge some 
of the ways that both our religion and our personal thinking resists the cultivating of Christ’ 
presence and work in our day to day lives. Let’s look at our religion first. 
 

 
1 Matthew 21:45-46. 
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A. Religious Resistance to the Kingdom of God 
 

1. It is very important that Christians read the frequently recorded conflicts in the gospel 
biographies between Jesus and the religious establishment of his day as reflective of 
problematic universal archetypes (or re-occurring ideas) for all religions rather than simply 
a struggle between Jesus and his Jewish religion of origin. The archetypical battle lines 
within religion and Christian religion across time are consistently drawn between control 
and freedom, invitation and coercion, dogma and doubt, experience and tradition, 
protecting the establishment or bringing reform through grass roots organizing. 
 
Christian thinker Richard Rohr points out that Jesus, his cousin John the Baptiser, and a 
long line of prophet figures in Scripture are examples of “people who keep God free for 
people…and who keep people free for God.”2 Sadly, the same religious traditions that 
introduce us to God and are containers of meaning that hold us and encourage us, can 
also imprison us. Rohr speaks to this and his own job as a priest in the Catholic movement, 
with a clear connection to all pastors:  

 
“Without the educated gift of prophecy, God almost always becomes imprisoned and 
made inaccessible, and far too many people have been shamed and taught guilt to 
keep us clergy in business. We saw our job as ‘sin management.’ That is not just being 
clever. I believe we religious leaders actually thought that. Sadly, the laity fully bought 
into this negative story line. That is what happens when priests are not informed by 
prophets. 
 
The priestly class invariably makes God less accessible instead of more so, ‘neither 
entering yourselves nor letting others enter in,’ as Jesus says (Matthew 23:13). For the 
sake of our own job security, the priestly message is often: ‘You can only come to God 
through us, by doing the right rituals, obeying the rules, and believing the right 
doctrines.’ This is like telling God who God is allowed to love! The clergy and religious 
leaders, unintentionally perhaps, teach their disciples “learned helplessness.’ 

 
Prophets turn our ideas of success and belonging on their head, emphasizing God’s 
unconditional and unmerited love in response to our continual shortcomings. God is 
always breaking the approved ‘rules of God’ by forgiving sinners, choosing the outsider 
or the weak, and showing up in secular places. Please check the Bible if you doubt 
me!”3 

 
2. I am so sorry, friends, that priests, pastors, and theologians in our Christian tradition have 

been over time, and will continue to do so in the future, sometimes generously helpful and 
other times outrageously unhelpful in leading people in the ways and experience of God. 
Speaking to today’s parable and Jesus’ frustration with the established religion—time and 
again, Christian pastors and our denominational traditions say we are willing to go to work 
in God’s vineyard, and time and again we do not in lieu of working a vineyard of our own 
design that is built to serve our own purposes more than the purposes of God. 
 

 
2 https://cac.org/liberation-2019-07-08/ (Accessed 7-20-19) 
3 IBID. 
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Speaking for myself and as a pastor—I have read about what Jesus and Richard Rohr are 
talking about. But, until my recent experiences of conflict with religious leaders and full 
excommunication over a disputable matter—I was not able to integrate it until now. And, as 
well, I have not been able to fully see my own complicities and vulnerabilities as someone 
in a position of leadership. So, am I to be some version of a pastor/priest? 
Organizer/Prophet? Some combination of all that? I don’t know what I am supposed to be, 
but I know I am supposed to be here, growing in our faith journey together.  
 

3. Speaking along this line of thinking—the greatest resistances that I feel inside myself are 
being put in a position of not always knowing what my role is in relationship to the 
outrageously generous kingdom of God as Jesus taught it to function. Jesus didn’t dictate 
the forms of our religion when he taught us to follow him. He basically gave us starter kit 
teachings and then first century entrepreneurial leaders like the Apostle Paul and others 
experimented imperfectly between form and function. And, yet most modern pastors are 
theologically trained and expected to hold specific denominational forms over function. 
Another modern conundrum that bothers me is that Jesus didn’t measure success much 
beyond loving God, loving neighbor, and bearing the fruit of the Kingdom—and yet pastors 
and churches in America seemed to be measured in the shallowest of terms—attendance 
and giving.  
 

4. One of the gifts of being invited ten years ago to pastor First Covenant in downtown 
Minneapolis and in a moment of crisis and near bankruptcy for the church, was that it was 
never possible to measure success in terms of attendance and giving. Rather, our 
measurable goals had to focus on the degree to which we would let go of our illusions 
about the 20th century American Church growth model and lean into the difficult and most 
pressing issues and narratives of our time that matters most to our society. Our crisis and 
opportunity revolved (and still revolves) around our understanding of the gospel of Christ 
that either proves to be helpful and healing or proves to be unhelpful and in need of reform. 

 
I have been greatly encouraged and have learned from the people of this community—
many who have re-invented their way of understanding the gospel of Christ. If you are new 
to our community—many who are here are the kind of courageous people who, at some 
point in their life, have experienced some form of toxic Christianity or institutional failure, 
stepped away from their religion and in some cases faith altogether. And, then when invited 
to consider Christ as larger than organized Christian religion, at first say “no I will not 
go”…but then over time change their minds and actually do the work of God’s vineyard in 
the world because they are warmed to the idea that Christ is indeed larger than not only 
organized Christian religion, but religion itself.  

 
5. I want to be clear that I believe in the importance of organizing in our faith tradition. And, I 

believe that organizations are necessary and that they are at their best when the leaders 
remain humble and recognize that all institutional organizing around Jesus represents 
imperfect attempts at creating meaning and meaningful community focused on Jesus Christ 
and the Kingdom of God as Jesus described it. I believe in the importance of the particular, 
and I love the Christian faith. And, I also believe that the best way for our religious tradition 
to shift from the hypocritical stance of saying “we will work for God” and then don’t actually 
work for God…or unwittingly mostly work for ourselves…the best way to shift away from 
this is to nurture Christ here and in the particular and also see Christ present and at work in 
everyone and everything.  
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B. Personal Resistance to the Kingdom of God 
 
1. Religious people in general, and Christian persons in specific have great resistances to see 

God at work in everyone and everything. We would much prefer see our world in terms of 
all good and all bad. This was a huge part of the problem Jesus sought to address when he 
accused the religious establishment of his day of being like the second son in his parable 
who said they would do the work of God, but then not actually doing the work of God. This 
accusation of Jesus was levelled against men who probably spent more time studying 
Scripture, writing and teaching about theology, and praying and attending worship more 
than 99% of all religious people in his time. Yet, somehow those men were so buried in the 
sub culture of their own way of doing things in a vineyard of their design, they seemed to 
miss the larger point of God’s grace through faith, forgiveness and restorative ethics as a 
life practice, and a mercy wide enough to include everyone.  

 
2. Caryll Houselander was a 20th century Christian author who had a transformative 

experience while riding on a subway in London. She wrote about it in a book saying: 
 

All sorts of people jostled together, sitting and strap-hanging—workers of every 
description going home at the end of the day. Quite suddenly I saw with my mind, but as 
vividly as a wonderful picture, Christ in them all. But I saw more than that; not only was 
Christ in every one of them, living in them, dying in them, rejoicing in them, sorrowing in 
them—but because He was in them, and because they were here, the whole world was 
here too . . . all those people who had lived in the past, and all those yet to come. 
I came out into the street and walked for a long time in the crowds. It was the same 
here, on every side, in every passer-by, everywhere—Christ… 

 
 

I saw too the reverence that everyone must have for a sinner; instead of condoning his 
[or her] sin, which is in reality [their] utmost sorrow, one must comfort Christ who is 
suffering in [them]. And this reverence must be paid even to those sinners whose souls 
seem to be dead, because it is Christ, who is the life of the soul, who is dead in them; 
they are His tombs, and Christ in the tomb is potentially the risen Christ… 
 
Christ is everywhere; in Him every kind of life has a meaning and has an influence on 
every other kind of life…Realization of our oneness in Christ is the only cure for human 
loneliness. For me, too, it is the only ultimate meaning of life, the only thing that gives 
meaning and purpose to every life. 
 
After a few days the “vision” faded. People looked the same again, there was no longer 
the same shock of insight for me each time I was face to face with another human 
being. Christ was hidden again; indeed, through the years to come I would have to seek 
for Him, and usually I would find Him in others—and still more in myself—only through a 
deliberate and blind act of faith.4 

 
4 https://cac.org/christ-is-everywhere-2019-07-16/?utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=2019-07-
20%20DM%20Weekly&utm_content=2019-07-
20%20DM%20Weekly+CID_d9185ea554b11bf92d13a2f45f28d65d&utm_source=Campaign%20Monitor%20Goo
gle%20Analytics&utm_term=Tuesday 
(Accessed 7-20-19) 
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3. I share this story here because I have been transformed over the years and I have seen 

many other Christ followers as well—set free to see and follow Christ in our day to day lives 
both from the lens of our particular Christian tradition, and as witnesses to the work of 
Christ in everyone and everywhere. I believe that some of the greatest resistances that 
modern Christ followers have for saying yes to Christ and actually doing the work of the 
Kingdom of God is fear of others across identities in a time of identity politics and the 
assumption that the cosmic Christ of God is limited to our particular strain of Christian 
religion. And, that we have nothing to learn from others and how God is at work across the 
cosmos. 

 
What is the actual work of the Kingdom of God and how do we learn to recognize it? Jesus 
was very clear as to what the work of the Kingdom of God is through such teachings as the 
Sermon on the Mount that gave us a key ethical framework,5 the Great Commandment6 
that gave us the hierarchy of what is most important, the Great Calling7 to live as Jesus did, 
and the Great Commission8 to do so in our day to day lives and everywhere we may go.   
 

4. I see this incredible work everywhere and in the lives of so many people of diverse 
backgrounds…sometimes here and sometimes at City Hall. Sometimes at human rights 
rallies and sometimes in corporate board rooms. Sometimes in art and sometimes in 
architecture. Sometimes in movies and sometimes books. Likewise, there are people and 
ideas who fight against the work of kingdom of God here and at City Hall, human rights 
rallies and corporate board rooms. Sometimes people seek to destroy God’s purposeful 
design in art, architecture, movies and books as well.  

 
The key for us is to jump into the flow of all that is to learn to move with the rhythms of God 
wherever God is at work. And, to be present enough to our lives and the Spirit of God in our 
lives to answer specific invitations for us to embody our faith and to live like Christ in small 
and every day ways. To do this, we must let go of our need to control everything and our 
fear of others in order to see where Christ is at work across cultural and creedal 
differences.  

 
Conclusion  
 
1. In today’s parable Jesus gave us two archetypes: The person who says “no way, I am not 

interested” but then actually shows up to their lives and moves with the flow of Christ in all 
things. Then there is the second person who seems more certain that they have things all 
figured out and who says “I will work in the vineyard of God” but either by disingenuous 
omission or unwitting commission doesn’t actually work for God, but rather for some narrow 
vision of self service or self-serving religion. 
 

2. As with most of Jesus’ teachings, we are likely to be some part of both archetypes. But, I 
need to ask—which of the two describes you most often? Why do you think that is? If you 

 
5 Matthew Chapters 5-7. 
6 Luke 10:25-37. 
7 John 17:6-19. 
8 Matthew 28:16-20. 
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could change one thing about yourself to more readily do the work of God’s Kingdom, what 
would that one thing be? 

 
Take some time this week to think about that one thing. Maybe journal. Maybe talk to 
someone about it. Explore what it is that is causing resistance and ask the Spirit of God to 
carefully and tenderly melt away all that would keep you from the love of God for you, and 
the love of God for others through you.  

 
Prayer  
 
God of all, for all, in all—assist us to have courage to say “yes” to the life-giving work of the 
kingdom of God as Christ taught us. Where we lack initial courage, help us to ultimately find 
the joy of working alongside Christ. Where we say “yes” because that is what we are taught to 
do, but have little intention to do the work, may you help us awaken to both our hypocrisies 
and our missed opportunity to move alongside you in the flow of all things. Whether starting 
with a “yes” or a “no,” may you guide all of us ultimately and in the end, to a “yes.”  
 
In Jesus’ Name we pray. Amen  
 
Benediction 
 
As the new week begins, may we see Christ present and at work in everyone and everything 
and address any religious or personal resistances to cultivating Christ’s presence and work in 
our day to day lives.  
 
Go in Peace. Amen. 


