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For the next few Sundays, the
Gospel readings reflect the
increasing opposition from the

religious authorities that Jesus faced
following his arrival in Jerusalem. The
passage for today revolves around issues of
authority and who does the will of God.

In the opening verses (cf Mk. 11:27-33;
Lk. 20:1-8), Jesus is teaching in the temple
when the chief priests and elders, represent-
ing both religious and civil lay authorities, ask
him, “By what authority are you doing these
things, and who gave you this authority?”
(Mt. 21:23). These “things” include his
teaching and healing ministry in general; and
the provocative acts of his acclaimed entry
into Jerusalem; along with the subsequent
cleansing of the temple (Mt. 21:1-22). Jesus’
opponents hoped to discredit him and trap
him into claiming his authority came from
God, thus making him vulnerable to a charge
of blasphemy.

In true rabbinic style, Jesus replies with
another question that presents the priests and
elders with a dilemma. “Did the baptism of
John come from heaven, or was it of human
origin?” (v. 25). The religious establishment in
Jerusalem cooperated with the Roman officials
to maintain peace and security in the area.
John’s popularity posed a religious as well as a
political threat to their control. Admitting
Divine origin for John’s baptisms would put
the religious leaders at odds with Roman as
well as Jewish authorities.

If they answer that the baptism of John
the Baptist was from God, then they must
explain why they did not acknowledge John.
On the other hand, if they reply that John’s
baptism was “of human origin” (v. 26), they
fear the response of the crowds, who revered
John as a prophet.

Thus the priests and elders are forced to
admit, “We do not know” (v. 27a). Jesus has
the last word as he dismisses the leaders’
right to question him. “Neither will I tell you
by what authority I am doing these things”
(v. 27b).

To illustrate his point, Jesus goes on to
tell a parable, unique to Matthew, of a man and
his two sons. The man asked his first son to go

and work in the vineyard, but the son refused.
However, he later changed his mind and went
to work after all. The father went to his second
son and requested the same thing. This son
answered, “I go, sir” (v. 30), but in fact he did
nothing. Jesus asks, “Which of the two did the
will of his father?” (v. 31).

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’s message
of repentance. The tax collectors and prosti-
tutes—those who seem least likely—
responded in belief. 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
be like the second son who would say “yes”
but never follow through with his actions.

As a warning to the self-righteous and
powerful, the parable contrasts the faithless
leaders with the faithful outcasts. What
matters is what we actually do in response to
God’s call. Affirming the right thing, but not
acting on it, stands in the way of authentic
response to God. Once again Jesus chal-
lenges conventional perspectives and shows
how different God’s Kingdom is from the
kingdoms of this world.

Today’s reading from Paul’s letter to the
Philippians begins by encouraging the
community to be of one mind and spirit in
love, thus making Paul’s own joy complete
(2:1-2). Such unity can occur only if the
disciples renounce selfish ambition and look
to the interests of others as Christ had done.
In humility they must treat the needs of
others as more important than their own.
Thus they are to “Let the same mind be in
you that was in Christ Jesus” (v. 5).

At the heart of the Gospel message is
the Incarnation that is eloquently expressed
in the Christ hymn (vv. 6-11). Christ, who did
not see equality with God as a prize to be

grasped, came in human likeness. In humility
and obedience, he emptied himself to suffer a
painful and shameful death on the cross (vv.
7-8). Therefore, the Father exalted that
humility, and “gave him the name that is
above every name, so that at the name of
Jesus every knee should bend,” and every
tongue acknowledge him as Lord, to the
glory of God the Father (vv. 9-10).

When Paul goes on to exhort the
Philippians to “work out” their own salvation
(v. 12), this is not to contradict Paul’s
insistence on justification by grace. Rather, it
emphasizes that Christians are to take
responsibility for understanding what
salvation means. Thus “with fear and
trembling” (v. 12) they are to remember that
they are ultimately responsible to God, who is
at work in their lives (v. 13).

In the reading from Exodus, the Israelites
were camped at Rephidim as they continued
their journey across the Sinai after their
liberation from Egypt. But finding no water
there, they quarreled with Moses and
demanded that he provide water lest they die
from thirst.

Moses responded by asking: “Why do
you test the Lord?” (Ex. 17:2). As they
persisted in their complaints, an exasperated
Moses turned to the Lord for help to avoid a
revolt that endangered his own life (v. 4).

God instructed Moses to take some of
the elders and go on ahead of the people. He
was to take his staff, which he had used to
strike the Nile (Ex. 14:16), and use it to strike a
rock at Horeb that would bring forth drinking
water. Assured of God’s presence with him (v.
6), Moses did as the Lord commanded and
called the place Massah (to put to the test)
and Meribah (to quarrel or contend) because
the Israelites had tested the Lord, saying, “Is
the Lord among us or not?” (v. 7). Nonethe-
less, despite their doubt and unfaithfulness,
God continued to supply their needs.
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Old Testament Track 2: Ezekiel
18:1-4, 25-32; Psalm 25:1-8

The themes of personal responsibil-
ity and the possibility of forgiveness for
sin were raised to a new level of under-
standing by the prophet Ezekiel. Early
Hebrew teachings said that God’s
rewards and punishments were dealt out
in this present life. Thus a person who
reached an advanced age with good
physical health and material prosperity
obviously must have enjoyed Divine
favor due to a righteous life.

In contrast, those who died young
or suffered poverty or illness were
thought to be sinners. In fact, descen-
dants to the third and fourth generation
could be punished for the sins of their
ancestors. Thus the proverb: “The
parents have eaten sour grapes, and the
children’s teeth are set on edge” (18:2).

Ezekiel perceived this to be at least
as bad as the thought that all suffering
was punishment for sin. He lived through
the destruction of Jerusalem and the
early days of the Exile. Events convinced
him that responsibility for sin was
personal (cf Jer. 31:29-30). The soul of the
parent and the soul of the child belonged
to God; and it was the soul that sinned
that should die (v. 4b). Moreover, the
prophet proclaimed the possibility
of repentance. If the wicked were to turn
from evil ways and live in accord with
God’s commandments, transgressions
would be forgiven.

In response to these new teachings,
some of the people complained that the
Lord’s ways were unfair (v. 25a). How-
ever, by proclaiming that each person
would be judged on the basis of his or
her life, the Lord is concerned with
justice and the restoration of right
relationships, not retribution or ven-
geance.

So Ezekiel appealed to the shattered
nation to cast away the transgressions
that had brought disaster, since God took
no pleasure in the affliction that the
people had brought upon themselves.
“Turn, then, and live” (v. 32).

While Ezekiel declared that individu-

als are to take responsibility for their own
actions, the Psalmist expresses trust in
God and prays for the Lord’s protection,
guidance, and forgiveness. “Make me to
know your ways, O Lord; teach me your
paths” (25:4).

• • •

In Matthew 21:23-32, Jesus con-
fronts some of the highest-ranking, most
powerful, and more widely influential
authorities within the Judaism of his time
and place. These chief priests and elders,
members of a “scribal elite” class, played
important and visible roles regarding
religious practices, rituals and symbols,
the interpretation of sacred texts, and
Roman governance over the region.
Jesus has not directly engaged people
like this before, except for a brief encoun-
ter in Matthew 21:15-16, and the tension
is high.

Jesus implicitly criticizes them for
not recognizing John the Baptizer and his
ministry as authorized “from heaven,”
that is, as expressions of God’s own
intentions or as means by which some-
one might glimpse God and God’s
priorities for the world. By extension,
Jesus insinuates that these religious
authorities also fail to recognize the same
in him and in the teaching and work he
does.

Jesus tells his parable after that
exchange, after he has exposed these
particular leaders as unable or unwilling
to grasp how God might be knowable—
or even at work—in other places or in
other ways.

Because if God is active or discover-
able in the efforts of someone like John, a
wild-eyed long-toiling prophet who sets
up camp in the wilderness calling for a
new world to come into being, a world
marked by justice, changed lives, and a
recognition that God intends for more
than just the continuation of an ongoing
and corrosive status quo ... then perhaps
people who care about religious lan-
guage, symbols, practices, and truth
claims should be curious people, bent on
keeping their eyes open for ways in
which God might be made known, or

ways in which the purposes of God might
be expressed.

In other words, saying “Yes” to God
should lead a person to say “Yes” to
looking for God and “Yes” to getting
engaged in God’s business—the
business of seeing to the flourishing of
justice, peace, reconciliation, security,
restoration, and forgiveness.

That’s why Jesus, in his parable and
in his words immediately after it, praises
“tax collectors and prostitutes”—people
who by most appearances have not
claimed to say “Yes” to God but have
nevertheless responded to or found their
place within God’s activity.

Therefore don’t equate the parable
with banal morality tales meant to extol
hard work and integrity. Although the
parable commends obedience, it does so
in a context suggesting that a life of
“working in the vineyard” is about
playing one’s part in God’s ongoing work
and enjoying God’s benefits. Such toil is
not punishment or lifeless religious
obligation. It is about going to where
God is.
—Matthew L. Skinner in Huffington Post

(9/22/2014).

• • •

Consider the pious literature that
speaks of our “vertical” love for God and
our “horizontal” love for fellowmen. Love
for God, it is suggested, takes off for
heaven, while love for fellowmen remains
on earth. Granted that love for God is
supposed to generate love for fellowmen,
but they are still two distinct acts.

We need more clearly to see that
love for fellowmen is participation in
God’s love; that is to say, love for
fellowmen is participation in the coming
Kingdom of God. The priority of God’s
coming Kingdom and the possibility of
our participating in the coming Kingdom
is, properly understood, the meaning of
grace.
—Wolfhart Pannenberg in Theology and

the Kingdom of God (Philadelphia: The
Westminster Press, 1975), pp. 112-113.
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PROPER 21  — CULTURE

Every day we see scenes of
violence on the news. We experi-
ence it in our own countries, in

cities we visit or live in. These images
might remind us that throughout history,
humans have reacted with violence and
oppression when faced with threats to
power and authority, or fear of the other,
or considerations of survival.

Think of the Crusades, the Inquisition,
the Holocaust, countless “witch trials”
throughout history—the ravages of wars
over centuries too often finding a flash
point in religious conflict. When terrorists
kill and maim innocent people, we hear over
and over, “When will this end?”

Fair question—will it ever, as long as
we respond repeatedly to our most base
human instincts? Where is God in all
this? Why doesn’t God stop the mad-
ness of evil? If God did intervene,
though, we’d no longer have free will.
We’d be puppets in the hand of God, not
free-thinking beings who were created in
God’s image and gifted with intellect
and—yes, free will.

A bumper sticker I’ve seen many times
offers: Visualize World Peace. We want it,
we long for the Kingdom of God to be
here—now—in all its glory. But the
possibility of all human beings being willing
to lay down arms, let alone ideologies,
seems impossible. So, what do we do—give
in to disappointment and despair?

Paul exhorts us instead to look
within, to remember that “it is God who is
at work in you, enabling you both to will
and to work” in order to fulfill God’s
good purpose. Paul tells his followers,
“Do nothing from selfish ambition or
conceit, but in humility regard others as
better than yourselves”—not looking to
your own interests, but each to the
interests of the others. He’s telling us
that our lives should reflect the God who
is within, in whose image we are made.
That God in the person of Jesus saw into
the hearts of the men and women of his
age. He experienced oppression, hate,
fear, and violence—and yet he consis-
tently showed us how to deal with the
evil of the world. His life, death, and
Resurrection are our guide, and prove
that God is with us, no matter what the
world throws at us.

In her book A History of God (N. Y.:
Ballantine Books, 2011), Karen
Armstrong describes the killing of a child
in a concentration camp:

“It took the child half an hour to die,
while the prisoners were forced to look
him in the face. The same man asked
again: ‘Where is God now?’ And [Elie]
Wiesel heard a voice within him make this
answer: ‘Where is He? Here He is—He is

hanging here on this gallows.’”
We must not give in to thinking that

any effort of our own to bring peace to
the world is insignificant in the face of
evil. God is within. God is our power and
strength. Our efforts to visualize world
peace are making a difference.

—SM

• • •

I also felt … that something very
profound was transpiring deep within
Archbishop Romero. … I think he was
forming the high resolve to react in
whatever way God might ask: he was
making an authentic option for the poor,
who had been represented, a scant hour
before, by hundreds of campesinos
gathered about three corpses, helpless in
the face of the repression they had
already suffered and knowing full well
there was more to come. … I believe he
must have felt that those campesinos had
made an option for him—that they were
asking for him to defend them. And his
response was to make an option for the
campesinos—to be converted and
transformed into their defender, to
become the voice of the voiceless. I
believe that Archbishop Romero’s
definitive conversion began that night.

—Jon Sobrino in Archbishop Romero:
Memories and Reflections (Maryknoll, N.

Y.: Orbis Books, 2016), p. 7.

Is God among us or not? Foolishly, we
ask the question as if its answer should
come to us once-and-for-all, so that if God
proved his existence thunderously enough,
we’d never ask for reassurance again. He
won’t. And even if he did, this story from
Exodus teaches us that we’d ask again,
anyway. What the Israelites really yearned
for—what we really yearn for—is not God
out there in the cosmos. It’s God right here,
in the messy particulars of our lives. We
ask again and again because we need to
know again and again. Is God among us
now? And now, and now, and now? In the
parched marriage, the gut-wrenching
diagnosis, the shrinking paycheck, the
untimely death? In the war zone, the
brothel, the earthquake, the drought? In the
scorching, shape-shifting deserts he leads
us into and out of for reasons we often
don’t understand—is God among us or
not?

It’s the only question that matters.
To ask it is to register our need, our
yearning, and our hope. To ask it is to
journey into radical freedom, knowing
that the God of both wilderness and
water has compassion enough for our
questions. As it turns out, God doesn’t
need a legal address in order to answer
our summons. To our perpetual surprise,
he shows up freely and stands before us.
He is in the dock, now as ever. Waiting.

—Debie Thomas, “God in the Dock” at
journeywithjesus.net.

Opening Hymn 492 “Sing, ye faithful, sing
with gladness”—Finnian. To begin the
month of October, offer this bright unison
hymn bidding the people “wake your
noblest, sweetest, strain, with the praises of
your Savior let his house resound again”
(s. 1). As with all unison hymns, special
care must be taken to accompany with
interest, changing registrations (and if able,
harmonies) to suit the text.

Gloria in Excelsis or Hymn of Praise
Begin a new Gloria setting for the month
of October; or continue with the setting
or praise hymn established for the rest of
the season after Pentecost.

Sequence 435 “At the Name of Jesus
every knee shall bow”—King’s Weston.
This hymn was recommended only a few
weeks ago, but it is suggested again
because of its appropriateness for today’s
second Lesson on obedience, which also
states “at the name of Jesus every knee
should bend.” (Another option appropri-
ate for today’s Epistle is 483 “The head
that once was crowned with thorns.”)

Offertory Hymn 574 “Before thy throne,

O God, we kneel”—St. Petersburg. The
gist of today’s Collect and Epistle is to
purify the mind by turning from sin, a
notion supported by all four stanzas of
this discerning text. The four parts are
most singable; and although the tune may
not be familiar, it is made easier for the
average congregant by the nearly exact
repetition of the first two musical phrases.

Communion Hymns 641 “Lord Jesus,
think on me”—Southwell. W798
(Wonder, Love, and Praise, Church
Publishing) “Lord Jesus, think on me”—
Barnfield. L193 (Lift Every Voice and
Sing II, Church Publishing) “I will trust in
the Lord”—(Negro Spiritual).

Closing Hymn 477  “All praise to thee,
for thou, O King divine”—Engelberg.
This marvelous popular setting is set to a
text that resonates with the teachings of
Jesus (and through Paul in his letter to
the Philippians today)—especially with
the words in stanza 3: “Let this mind be
in us which was in thee, who wast a
servant that we might be free.” Accom-
pany with conviction to provide a
fitting end to worship.
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I. “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors
and the prostitutes are going into
the Kingdom of God ahead of you.”

Jesus enters the temple in Jerusalem,
creating quite a scene. He overturns the
tables of the moneychangers and drives
out those who are buying and selling. He
uses the temple for healing the blind and
the lame. He allows children to shout his
praises (Mt. 21:12-17). Those in charge of
the temple ask Jesus by what authority
he dares to do these things.

Jesus responds to the religious
leaders by challenging them to know the
truth and act on it. When Jesus asks if
John’s baptism was from heaven or was
of human origin, they can only reply,
“We do not know.” Maintaining a
diplomatic middle ground, they neither
acknowledge John’s authority nor
oppose the crowd who considers John a
prophet.

Jesus then tells a story to illustrate
that such middle ground has no place in
God’s reign. A man asks both of his sons
to work in the family vineyard. One
refuses, but later changes his mind and
goes to work. The other son promises to
work, but does nothing. Only the first
son does his father’s will.

The context of the story highlights the
contrast between the outwardly religious
and the “outcasts.” John’s mission, as well
as the ministry of Jesus, tended to divide
people into those who seemingly con-
formed to the law—and those who found
their way into the heart of its truth. Yet
often when we encounter these people our
expectations are blown away: the first end
up last and the last first.

The view we take to understand who
is really doing God’s work may some-
times be misleading. A young minister
who graduated from seminary just before
World War I was appointed to a church
in a very small town. He had been there
only a couple of weeks when he received
the call every new minister dreads: to do
his first funeral.

The person who had died was not a
member of his church. She was, in fact,
someone with a very bad reputation. Her
husband was a railroad engineer who
was away from home much of the time.
She had rented rooms in their house to
men who worked on the railroad, and
“rumor had it” that she rented more than
just rooms when her husband was away.

The young preacher, faced with his
first real challenge, could find no one
with a good word to offer about this
woman—until he entered the town’s
small, old-fashioned grocery store on the
day before the funeral.

He began talking to the store owner
about his sadness that the first person he
would bury was to be someone about
which nothing good seemed to be said.
The store owner didn’t reply at first—
and then, in his silence, he appeared to
make a decision. He took out his store
ledger and laid it on the counter between
himself and the preacher. He opened the
ledger at random and, covering the
names listed in the left-hand column, he
pointed to grocery bills written in red:
orders that people had bought on credit;
and then to the column that showed how
each bill had been paid.

He said, “Every month, Gladys would
come in and ask me who was behind in
their grocery bills. It was usually some
family who had suffered sickness or a
death—or some poor woman trying to
feed her kids when her husband drank up
the money. Gladys would pay their bill,
and she made me swear never to tell. But I
figure, now that she is dead, people ought
to know—especially those who benefited
from her charity, and who have been most
critical of her!”

Who knew? In fact, what does any
of us know of another’s status with God,
anyway.

II. If the house is messy, clean it up.

God continually calls the Church to
surrender the safe middle ground in
regard to repentance and to announce a
forgiveness that is firmly grounded in the
holy and cleansing waters of Baptism.
Such radical forgiveness disrupts our
lives; and yet it is a sign of God’s ever-
increasing reign of justice and peace.

Dan Clendenin writes: “My wife had
a second-grader who once drew a picture
of a fierce rhinoceros with a disturbing
and unvarnished admission as a caption:
‘I’m as angry as a rhino!’ Similarly, in her
book, Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of
Faith, Kathleen Norris writes about a
little boy who wrote a poem called ‘The
Monster Who Was Sorry.’

“In the poem the boy explodes about
how he hated it when his father yelled at
him. In anger he threw his sister down the
stairs, wrecked his room, then destroyed
an entire town. His poem concludes:
‘Then I sit in my messy house and say to
myself, I shouldn’t have done all that.’”

Commenting on the boy’s poem,
Norris writes, “‘My messy house’ says it
all; with more honesty than most adults
could have mustered, the boy made a
metaphor for himself that admitted the
depth of his rage and also gave him a way
out. If that boy had been a novice in a
fourth-century monastic desert, his elders

might have told him that he was well on
the way toward repentance, not such a
monster after all, but only human. If the
house is messy, they might have said,
why not clean it up, why not make it into a
place where God might wish to dwell.”

Empowered by the Holy Spirit, we
proceed: we enter the vineyard, day after
day, ready to clean up our lives and face
the fresh, life-giving work ahead of us.

III. “If one wishes to eliminate uncer-
tainty, tension, confusion, and
disorder from one’s life, there is no
point in getting mixed up with
Yahweh or with Jesus of Nazareth”

  —Andrew Greeley.

A vegan cafe in the center of Tbilisi,
Georgia [Russia], was shocked to find
itself the subject of far-right ire when an
angry group arrived and threw meat on
patrons’ plates, leading to a public brawl.
Customers said the men entered the cafe
wearing sausages around their necks and
carrying slabs of meat on skewers, before
attacking customers and staff.

According to The Guardian (5/31/
2016), the fierce carnivores “pulled out
grilled meat, sausages, and fish and
started eating them and throwing them at
us ... they were just trying to provoke our
friends and disrespect us.”

Some witnesses said the messy clash
spilled onto the street outside after the
meat-bearing attackers were asked to leave.
A few minor injuries were reported, but the
perpetrators fled before police arrived.

Living in Kingdom ways, forsaking
middle-ground blandness, might also
target us as “fair game,” provoking
tension, fear, and even chaos as people
react to what working in God’s vineyard
really looks like.

Philip Yancey has remarked that
“most heresies come from espousing one
opposite at the expense of the other. …
The first shall be last; find your life by
losing it; work out your own salvation
with fear and trembling, for it is God who
works in you; he who stoops lowest
climbs highest; where sin abounds grace
abounds more—all these profound
principles of life appear in the New
Testament and none easily reduces to
logical consistency.”

John and Jesus were clear that
everyone needed to repent, to undergo a
change of direction in their lives: to both
say “yes” and follow through on that
commitment.

If we become those who say yes to
God, then we are looking to a Source that
is beyond ourselves. Thus we identify
ourselves as people of the Kingdom.
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Today’s allegorical parable of the
wicked tenants (cf Mk. 12:1-12; Lk.
20:9-19) is second in a series of

three parables Jesus told in response to
the religious and civil authorities
questioning the source of his authority
(Mt. 21:23).

 Jesus begins by describing a
common practice in first-century Palestine,
in which an absentee landowner planted a
vineyard and then leased it out to tenants.
These caretakers managed the vineyard in
return for a share of the final crop.

At harvest time, the landowner sent
his slaves to collect his share. However,
the tenants beat the slaves and killed one
of them. When the landowner sent even
more slaves a second time, they too were
beaten and driven away. Thus the
landowner decided to send his son, in the
belief that they would respect him (21:37).
But the tenants plotted together and killed
the son in order to seize his inheritance.

Jesus then asked the chief priests and
Pharisees what the landowner should do
to the tenants when he learned that his
son had been killed. They answered that
the tenants deserved a “miserable death”
(v. 41), and that the landowner should
lease the vineyard to other tenants.

Building on the imagery of Isaiah’s
Song of the Vineyard (Is. 5:1-7), the
vineyard in the parable represents Israel,
and the landowner stands for God. The
slaves who are sent to bring the owner
the produce from the vineyard are the
historic prophets who endured insult,
imprisonment, beating, and even death to
bring God’s message to the people. The
final messenger is God’s Son—the
Messiah and heir to the vineyard.

The wicked tenants are not Israel as a
nation, but the people who have ruled
Israel, including those who held authority
in the time of Jesus. As the leaders of
Israel, they should be faithful stewards;
but they have not borne good fruit (Mt.
3:8, 10; 7:16-20; 12:33; 13:8). Thus their
authority should be taken away and given
into the care of those who would render
to God what the Lord demands (v. 43).

In verse 42, Jesus predicts his suffering
and death as he cites Psalm 118:22-23 (cf
Acts 4:11; 1 Pet. 2:7). Jesus is the “stone that
the builders rejected”; but ultimately those
who oppose him will be crushed by the
cornerstone that is Jesus (v. 44).

When the religious leaders realize
that they are in fact the wicked tenants of
whom Jesus speaks, they seek to appre-
hend him, but are afraid to do so because
the people regard Jesus as a prophet.

What is condemned here is the
misuse of privilege or advantage. Those
who do not bear the fruit of God’s
Kingdom will be replaced by more worthy
servants. However, this parable is more
than a story about the rejection of Jesus
by the religious establishment. It is also a
challenge to those to whom the vineyard
will be given. True devotion to God
demands a way of life that brings forth
the fruits of God’s Kingdom.

For us today, the message here is
similar to that of last week’s parable of the
two sons (Mt. 21:28-32): what matters most
is what we actually do in response to God’s
call. When those who manage the vineyard
become obstacles to giving back to God the
fruit that is due, God will find new workers
who will nurture justice and righteousness.

The Apostle Paul, in his letter to the
Philippians, also expresses hope for the
fulfillment of God’s purposes as there is
nothing in life that compares to the
surpassing value of knowing Christ—
including his own privileged heritage and
status. For Jesus’ sake he was willing to
withstand the loss of all these things,
which he now regards as “rubbish” (3:8b).

The only righteousness that has any
value comes from God and can be
appropriated only through faith in Jesus
Christ. Paul hoped to know for himself
the power of Christ’s Resurrection by
sharing in his sufferings and “becoming
like him in his death” (v. 10). Paul does
not claim that he has reached that status;
but he continues to grow in Christ by
leaving behind anything hindering his
progress toward “the heavenly call of
God in Christ Jesus” (v. 14).

In the Old Testament reading, the
covenantal relationship between Yahweh
and Israel that began with Abraham
culminates in the giving of the Decalogue
(cf Dt. 5:6-21). Israel had been chosen
and redeemed by God, who now gives
them the gift of Torah—i. e., instruction
or teaching that will not only shape their
lives but enable them to respond to
God’s redemptive love. More accurately
translated as “ten words,” the first four
of the commandments pertain to rela-

tionship with God; and the remaining six
deal with relationships with others.

The opening words, “I am the Lord
your God” (Ex. 20:2), establish the authority
and identity of the One God (v. 3). This
relationship between God and Israel was an
exclusive one that prohibited the worship
of idols (v. 4) and the using of God’s name
to support false statements (v. 7).

The fourth commandment requires
that the seventh day be given to the Lord
by abstaining from normal labor (v. 8).
This day is holy, since the Lord rested on
the seventh day of creation (Gen. 2:3)
and thereby sanctified it.

Relationships with others are to be
characterized first by the giving of honor
and respect to one’s parents (v. 12). The
next three commandments deal with civil
issues, beginning with “You shall not
murder” (v. 13). This refers to illicit killing
and is not a blanket prohibition. However,
there are cases in the Torah for which the
punishment is death (Ex. 21:12-17).

The command against adultery (v. 14)
points to respect for marriage and the
importance of family stability. Stealing (v.
15) is prohibited, as is bearing false witness
against another (v. 16). The final command-
ment warns against coveting or lusting
after anything belonging to one’s neighbor.
True obedience to God involves not only
the avoidance of specific acts, but also the
intentions of the heart toward others. The
well-being of the community depends on
mutual trust, and trespass against a
neighbor is also a sin against God.

As eloquently celebrated in the Psalm
for today, Psalm 19, obedience to the law is
a sacred duty that revives the soul. Despite
the absolute authority of Yahweh and the
desire of Israel to live in accordance with
God’s will, no punishments are specified for
noncompliance to these commandments.

The initial response of the Israelites
to this theophany was fear. But Moses
urged them not to be afraid, as what they
had witnessed was another sign of
God’s power on behalf of Israel.
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Old Testament Track 2:
Isaiah 5:1-7; Psalm 80:7-14
The vineyard is a frequent

metaphor for God’s people in Hebrew
Scripture (Is. 27:2-6; Ps. 80:8-16; Jer. 2:21;
Ezek. 19:10-14; Hos. 10:1). Today’s allegori-
cal Song of the Vineyard begins as a love
poem that becomes an oracle of judgment.

 In the opening verses, the Prophet
Isaiah describes the loving care of the
vinedresser who insured that everything
was done to further the productivity of
this particular vineyard. The vine grower
carefully selected fertile soil, cleared it of
rocks, and planted “choice vines” (5:2).
He erected protective hedges to keep out
unwanted predators and a watchtower to
guard against thieves and as shelter for
those who worked in the vineyard. A
winepress was built to crush the grapes
and make the wine from the harvest.

However, despite the love and
devotion of the vinedresser, these choice
vines yielded nothing but wild grapes
unfit for producing wine. So what was to
be done with this worthless vineyard (v.
3)? The owner declares that he will tear
down the protective hedges and tower.
The vineyard will no longer be pruned
and hoed so that it will become over-
grown with thistles and briars. No rain
will fall on this once fertile hill, and it will
become a waste (vv. 5-6).

In verse 7, the prophet tells the
meaning of this song. The vine grower is
the Lord, and the vineyard represents
God’s people. “For the vineyard of the
Lord of hosts is the house of Israel, and
the people of Judah are his pleasant
planting.” God had taken great care in
establishing and maintaining the vine-
yard—i. e., creating and nurturing a
covenantal relationship with Israel. But
instead of living in justice and righteous-
ness, the people—God’s beloved—
responded with bloodshed and iniquity.
Thus the prophet warns that the people
will be taken into exile, and the land
abandoned and laid to waste.

Psalm 80 echoes the dire warning of
Isaiah against Israel, as the Psalmist
offers petitions for restoration and
forgiveness: “Turn again, O God of hosts
... have regard for this vine” (v. 14).

 • • •

The parable, according to the Q
hypothesis, probably appeared first in
Mark, then was copied and slightly altered
by Matthew and Luke. Mark’s source is in
dispute, with the earliest tradition given
by Papias as Mark’s source being Peter. It
is also found in the Gospel of Thomas as
sayings 65–66, which some have sug-
gested preceded the canonical Gospels,

although its dating is still largely uncertain
to scholars.

Here is the version of this parable
that appears in Thomas (Patterson–
Meyer Translation):

65. He said, “A [...] person owned a
vineyard and rented it to some farmers, so
they could work it and he could collect its
crop from them. He sent his slave so the
farmers would give him the vineyard’s
crop. They grabbed him, beat him, and
almost killed him, and the slave returned
and told his master. His master said,
‘Perhaps he didn’t know them.’ He sent
another slave, and the farmers beat that
one as well. Then the master sent his son
and said, ‘Perhaps they’ll show my son
some respect.’ Because the farmers knew
that he was the heir to the vineyard, they
grabbed him and killed him. Anyone here
with two ears had better listen!”

66. Jesus said, “Show me the stone
that the builders rejected: that is the
keystone.”

—Translation by Patterson-Meyer in
Wikipedia.

• • •

How Muslims Read the Parable
Allah’s Apostle said, “My similitude

in comparison with the other prophets
before me, is that of a man who has built
a house nicely and beautifully, except for
a place of one brick in a corner. The
people go about it and wonder at its
beauty, but say: ‘Would that this brick be
put in its place!’ So I am that brick, and I
am the Seal of the Prophets.”

—Sahih al-Bukhari in Book of Virtues
and Merits of the Prophet and His

Companions, Chapter: The Seal of all the
Prophets, Hadith no. 44.

And when it is said to them, “Believe
in what Allah has revealed,” they say,
“We believe [only] in what was revealed
to us.” And they disbelieve in what came
after it, while it is the truth confirming
that which is with them. Say, “Then why
did you kill the prophets of Allah before,
if you are [indeed] believers?””

—Quran, 2:91.

And We did certainly give Moses
the Torah and followed up after him with
apostles. And We gave Jesus, the son of
Mary, clear proofs and supported him
with the Holy Spirit. But is it [not] that
every time an apostle came to you, [O
Children of Israel], with what your souls
did not desire, you were arrogant? And a
party [of apostles] you denied and
another party you killed.  Quran, 2:87.

• • •

Our citizenship is in heaven, from
whence also we expect a deliverer. Have you

noticed one thing about the really religious
man—the prophet, the man who sees, who
has perceptions, who has insight into the
hidden things of God? He, in a way is a man
at peace with all the world, and yet he is a
warrior, utterly discontented with things as
they are. That is a curious thing. How is it?
Is it not because he sees that this world
belongs to God, and he sees God’s presence
in the world and in all the beautiful things of
life, and is stirred to the very depths when
he compares what man’s ignorance has
made the world with the world as it might be,
the world as God dreams it and intends it to
be. He is discontented, he is never at rest.
He is a warrior for a different conception and
a different order of society, because deep
down in his heart is mirrored the City of God.

—Conrad Noel, “The City of God: The
Ideal City,” in Churchmanship and

Labor, comp. by W. Henry Hunt (Lon-
don: Skeffington & Son, 1906), p. 187.

• • •

Within the best of us, there is some
evil, and within the worst of us, there is
some good. When we come to see this, we
take a different attitude toward individuals.
The person who hates you most has some
good in him; even the nation who hates
you most has some good in it; even the
race that hates you most has some good in
it. And when you come to the point that
you look in the face of every person and
see deep down within what religion calls
“the image of God,” you begin to love in
spite of. No matter what the person does,
you see God’s image there.

—Martin Luther King, Jr., “Loving Your
Enemies,” sermon at Dexter Ave. Baptist

Church, 1957.

• • •

The problem with the wicked tenants,
and with the chief priests and the Pharisees
is that they [and we] are unable to perceive
what is simultaneously truly good for them
(a useful stone) and worthy of honor—as
the keystone is. Actually, they can recognize
that the son, Jesus, is indeed the son of the
owner, the Son of God, who therefore
manifests the authority of God even more
directly than the servants. Similarly, they can
recognize that the servants, John, the tax
collectors and prostitutes who repented, are
walking “in the way of righteousness” and
that they manifest the authority of God. But
these manifestations of the authority of God
do not have, for them, any value whatsoever
and are therefore not worthy of honor.
Ultimately, they fail to acknowledge God’s
authority.

—Daniel Patte in The Gospel According
to Matthew: A Structural Commentary

on Matthew’s Faith (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1986), p. 300.
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“T he heavens are telling the
glory of  God … ” I can’t
listen to these opening words

of Psalm 19 without hearing the soaring
music of Haydn’s Creation. Haydn
chose just a few verses from the Psalm
for this section of his oratorio, but he
chose well. He reminds us that both day
and night, the forces of nature and life,
reveal God’s glory.

A trio of voices sing: “In all the
lands resounds the word, never unper-
ceived, ever understood.” God’s Word
resounds—what a wonderful image—
springing from every corner of the earth,
shouting out to us that God wants us to
understand, to hear God’s love and
creative power in every word.

The first verses of the Psalm set out
the beauty of creation, the work of God’s
hand. Then it reminds us that God’s law
binds us in goodness. If we follow this
law, we will live in truth and integrity.
These laws “revive the soul.” Sometimes
the word “law” brings with it an image of
control or harshness. Not so, God’s law.
God’s law is one of truth and beauty, a law
that rejoices the heart and is more to be
desired than any riches, the Psalm tells us.

I will probably play Haydn’s The
heavens are telling … for my congrega-
tion today instead of having them say or
sing it. Sometimes just listening and
soaking in the beauty of words combined
with music gives us a chance to draw the
message into our souls. They refresh us
and rejoice the heart.

The full choir sings: “The heavens
are telling the glory of God, the wonder of
his works displays the firmament.” Over
and over, the voices in four parts throw
these words with power and joy to each
other. We’re caught up in the majesty of
organ or chamber orchestra accompani-
ment soaking us in beauty—and the
reminder that creation is God’s gift, God’s
Word: God’s law is beauty and truth.

The Psalm ends with words used
before a sermon by many preachers, but
also in words we might say to ourselves:
“Let the words of my mouth and the
meditation of my heart be acceptable to
you, O Lord, my rock and my redeemer.”

Let us sing. Let us pray. Let us also
tell the glory of God.

—SM

• • •

Dietrich Bonhoeffer is often
(mis)attributed for saying, “Silence in the
face of evil is itself evil: God will not hold
us guiltless. Not to speak is to speak. Not
to act is to act.” Whether or not he said
this, it still never ceases to amaze me the
things we put up with now, as if they are

common every day occurrences. There
seems to be a complete ignorance of
prejudice. Instead of addressing these
issues, people seem to be justifying
them. What happened to our decency? ...

Hon. James Edwin Horton, Jr., states
in his opening remarks before giving a
new trial for the Scottsboro Boys,*
“Social order is based on law and its
perpetuity is its fair and impartial
administration. The victims of deliberate
injustice die quickly and their suffering
ceases, but the teachings of Christianity
and the uniform lessons of all history
illustrate, without exception, that its
perpetrators not only pay the penalty
themselves, but their children through
endless generations.”

How long will we have to pay the
penalty? How long will our children have
to pay? How long will the White church
remain silent? Can we stop being so evil?

—Michael Bowe at Rhetoric Race and
Religion (5/2017).

* The Scottsboro Boys were nine
African American teenagers accused in
Alabama of raping two white American
women on a train in 1931. The landmark
set of legal cases pertaining to this
incident dealt with racism and the right to
a fair trial. The cases included a lynch

mob before the suspects had been
indicted; all-white juries; rushed trials;
and disruptive mobs. It is commonly
cited as an example of miscarriage of
justice in the United States legal system. 

• • •

You may have come across Matthew
Hopwood and “A Human Love Story.”
Matt is a rambler and in walking he has
collected stories of love and put them on
the cloud. Some of these are long narra-
tives of love over time but others are of
moments. Matt on BBC Radio 2 “Clare
Balding’s Sunday Best” talked about how
when walking, hat up, head down in the
rain it only takes a smile or word of
welcome to speak of love. He also talks
about being the stranger and when walking
into a new place it is how people react
that speaks of love or not. He suggests
how we treat the stranger including the
refugee or migrant speaks of love.

—The Rt. Rev. Sarah Mulally, “Take
Heart with Stories of Human Love.”

• • •

Rule-following, legal precedence,
and political consistency are not more
important than right, justice, and plain
common-sense.

—W. E. B. Du Bois.

Opening Hymn 495 “Hail, thou once
despised Jesus!”—In Babilone. Open
worship with this grand hymn of salvation,
varying registration between (at least) each
of the four stanzas, and using softer stops
for stanza 2 (“Paschal Lamb … all our sins
on thee were laid”). Although starred
stanza 4 may be omitted if desired, it not
only provides a connection to the Gospel
with the words “thou art worthy,” but also
bids us “help to sing our Savior’s merits,” a
fitting beginning to worship.

Gloria in Excelsis or Hymn of Praise
Continue with the setting chosen for the
fall or the month.

Sequence 431 “The stars declare his
glory”—Aldine. This beautiful text
paraphrasing the Track 1 Psalm (19) and
accompanying tune by Richard Proulx are
perfect for the listing of the Ten Command-
ments in the Track 1 Lesson from Exodus,
especially in stanzas 3 and 4. If not using
Track 1, consider 598 “Lord Christ, when
first thou cam’st to earth”—Mit Freuden
zart, which is acceptable for both tracks,
inviting us to “seek the kingdom” (s. 3) by
choosing Christ and accepting the call to
“finish thy salvation” (s. 4).

Offertory Hymn 698 “Eternal Spirit of
the living Christ”—Flentge. This
beautiful text and tune serve well to
introduce Eucharist while presenting
consonance with the readings today, and
especially with today’s Collect. Although
the poetry is not specifically Eucharistic,
the overall sentiment is appropriate,
especially in the final stanza.

Communion Hymns 313 “Let thy Blood
in mercy poured”—Jesus, meine
Zuversicht. 337 “And now, O Father,
mindful of the love”—Unde et memores.
H-304 (Hymn IV, Songs for Celebration,
Church Hymnal Corp.) “Praise God for
the Body”—Love Is Our Home.

Closing Hymn 448 “O love, how deep,
how broad, how high”—Deus tuorum
militum. Finish the service with this
narrative of Jesus’ life from birth to
heavenly glory. Consider altering the
accompaniment for some of the six
stanzas, or at the very least, the registra-
tion. (One option is to modulate to C
major for stanzas 5-6, and use a gentle
solo stop on stanza 4 for the most
somber part of his journey.)
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I. “Every commandment is about love,
and all of them add up to one
commandment”

—Gregory the Great (540-604).
One of the choices for today’s Old

Testament reading is an account in Exodus
20 of Moses presenting the Ten Command-
ments to the Israelites at Mt. Sinai. The fact
that the form of the Commandments, the
Decalogue or “Ten Words,” equals the
number of fingers on both hands, suggests
that it was a text intended to be memorized
and publicly recited.

According to Old Testament lore in
Legends of the Bible by Louis Ginzberg
(Philadelphia: The Jewish Publication
Society, 1956), God told Moses first to
acquaint the women of Israel with the
principles of Judaism and “try with kindly
words to persuade them to accept the
Torah,” since, if the women heard God’s
Commandments first, the men would follow
their counsel. It was assumed that “women
are more scrupulous in the observance of
religious precepts,” and that they would
instruct their children in Torah.

One of the ways we can teach our
children the Ten Commandments today is
through the Godly Play curriculum’s Ten
Best Ways: 1). Don’t serve other gods; 2).
Make no idols to worship; 3). Be serious
when you say my name; 4). Keep the
Sabbath holy; 5). Honor your mother and
father; 6). Don’t kill; 7). Don’t break your
marriage; 8). Don’t steal; 9). Don’t lie; 10).
Don’t even want what others have. When
you add up all the Ten Best Ways you get
only two: Love God. Love people. God
loves us to show us how and to make this
possible. (From Jerome Berryman. The
Complete Guide to Godly Play: Sacred
Stories, Volume 2, Revised and Ex-
panded; N. Y.: Church Publ. Inc., 2017.)

Other religious traditions also have
basic rules of life that serve as guides for
faithful living, including Buddhism’s Five
Precepts for helping one abstain from
harming living beings, stealing, sexual
misconduct, lying, and intoxication.
Hinduism has Five Principles that include
religious harmony and the unity of
existence, along with Ten Disciplines of
truth, non-violence, non-adultery, no desire
to possess or steal, non-corruption,
cleanliness, contentment, reading of
scripture, austerity, and regular prayer. The
Five Pillars of Islam require belief in one
God, daily prayer, almsgiving, fasting
during Ramadan, and pilgrimage to Mecca.

Mahondas Gandhi provided another
way to live, originally published in his
weekly newspaper Young India (10/22/
1925). His Seven Deadly Social Sins
included: 1). Politics without principle; 2).
Wealth without work; 3). Commerce

without morality; 4). Pleasure without
conscience; 5). Knowledge without
character; 6). Science without humanity;
7). and Religion/worship without sacrifice.

All of these faith traditions call for
respect and compassion toward others as
core values, and are reflected in the words of
a Jewish proverb: “The beginning and end
of the law is kindness.” In a similar manner,
Jesus gave his followers a new command-
ment: “Just as I have loved you, you also
should love one another” (Jn. 13:34).

II. “The stone the masons threw out is
now the cornerstone. This is God’s
work, we rub our eyes, we can
hardly believe it!” (Mt. 21:42).

—From The Message by Eugene H. Peterson.
Job 38:4-7 describes God laying a

cornerstone upon which to “construct”
the world. In architectural terms, a
cornerstone is the first stone laid in a
building’s foundation to which all other
stones are placed in reference.

Ancient cultures dedicated new
buildings with elaborate rituals, often
depositing items such as small vessels or
animal sacrifices in the building’s founda-
tion as a permanent offering and part of
the structure. These rituals were reserved
for buildings of high significance,
particularly religious halls or temples. In
the medieval period, the cornerstones of
churches often contained relics from a
community’s patron saint or local martyr.

Modern cornerstone commemora-
tions carry on these traditions of our
ancient past and have become more of a
ceremonial event than the actual first step
of the construction process. A corner-
stone often has a dedicatory inscription
on its exposed face and may contain a
time capsule. It is usually laid with a
ceremonial trowel by a prominent member
of the institution or a local celebrity.

Buildings house many of our
memories and milestones, and adding a
new structure to a landscape often evokes
sentiments of pride and the promise of a
better future. Cornerstone-laying ceremo-
nies, especially those of a new church, are
meant to consecrate the buildings as well
as the communities they serve.

Ephesians 2:19-21 reminds us that we
are “members of the household of God,
built upon the foundation of the apostles
and prophets, with Christ Jesus himself as
the cornerstone. In him the whole
structure grows into a holy temple in the
Lord; in whom you are also built together
spiritually into a dwelling place for God.”

Jesus, as the cornerstone of our faith,
was rejected, not by outside forces, but by
his own people, as illustrated in today’s
Gospel parable of the wicked tenants.

Ultimately, Jesus will not be enthroned as
Christ by human initiative or popular
election, but only by the sovereign work of
God through the Resurrection—and this is
truly “marvelous in our eyes.” It is equally
stunning that we are so blind to the
obvious that we did not recognize him in
our midst in the first place.

Anthony de Mello tells a story in
The Song of the Bird (N. Y.: Doubleday,
1984) about Nasruddin, who earned his
living selling eggs. Someone came to his
shop one day and said, “Guess what I
have in my hand?”

 Nasruddin replied, “Give me a clue.”
“I shall give you several: It has the

shape of an egg, the size of an egg. It
looks like an egg, tastes like an egg, and
smells like an egg. Inside it is yellow and
white. It is liquid before it is cooked, and
becomes thick when heated. It was,
moreover, laid by a hen.”

“Aha! I know!” said Nasruddin. “It
is some sort of cake!”

The expert misses the obvious.
The chief priest misses identification

of the Messiah.

III. A way of caretaking.
Joy Williams includes this “appealing

story” in Ninety-Nine Stories of God
(Portland, Oregon: TinHouse Books, 2016):

One day, a hermit brother about to
leave for town went to a brother who
lived nearby—a hermit who had con-
tinual compunction. He said to his
fervent neighbor, “Please do me the
kindness, brother, of taking care of my
garden until my return.” The other
replied, “Believe me, brother, I will do my
best not to neglect it.”

After the brother’s departure, he said
to himself, Now take care of the garden.
And from evening until dawn he stood in
psalmody, ceaselessly shedding tears. He
prayed the same way for the entire day.
Coming home late, the brother found that
hedgehogs had ravaged his garden.

He said, “God forgive you, brother,
for not taking care of my garden.”

The other answered, “God knows I
did my best to keep it, and I hope
through God’s mercy that the little
garden will bear fruit.”

The brother said, “But it has been
completely destroyed!”

 The other replied, “I know, but I have
confidence in God that it will flower again.”

But he was speaking of the effort of his
continual tears, the weeping for one’s sins in
the hope of salvation, and of the garden of
his heart, watered by him and in full flower.

When our garden thrives, it is “the
Lord’s doing, and it is amazing in our
eyes.” —PF
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The Wedding Banquet

SCRIPTURE FOR TODAY
Exodus 32:1-14; Psalm 106:1-6, 19-

23; Philippians 4:1-9;
Matthew 22:1-14

YEAR A S Y N T H E S I S

In the Gospel passage, Jesus tells the
third in a series of parables (Mt.
21:28-32; 33-46) directed at those who

refused to accept the message of God’s
Messiah. The audience is the religious
leaders who question Jesus’ authority as
he teaches in Jerusalem during the final
days of his ministry.

Although there are a number of
differences, Luke (14:16-24) tells a similar
story that foreshadows the Messianic
banquet when God’s reign will be established.
However, there are some surprises. For even
though all are invited to the Lord’s banquet,
not everyone who expects a seat will get one.

The setting of the parable is a marriage
banquet given by a king for his son. Such
marriage feasts could last for several days; so
the king sent his slaves to remind the invited
guests to come. When they did not arrive, the
king sent more slaves to announce that all the
preparations were complete. However, the
guests still refused to come and “made light”
(22:5) of the invitation. Some continued
tending to their daily occupations; but as in
the preceding parable of the wicked tenants
(Mt. 21:33-46), others insulted and killed the
king’s slaves.

In his anger, the king sent his army to
destroy the murderers and their entire city—
perhaps an allusion to the destruction of
Jerusalem by the Romans in 70 A. D. This is a
much more severe penalty than excluding
from the banquet those who declined the
invitation, as in Luke’s telling.

Since there were now no guests for the
banquet, the host commanded his slaves to
go out into the streets and invite everyone
they found to partake of the feast. Thus the
slaves “gathered all … both good and bad;
so the wedding hall was filled with guests” (v.
10). This highlights the mixed backgrounds of
those who are called to God’s Kingdom (cf
Mt. 13:1-52).

The wedding itself symbolizes the
Messianic banquet. Those who might have
been expected to respond to the Divine
invitation showed only contempt for it; while
those who seemed disqualified accepted and
were welcomed. Those God uses are often
the most unlikely candidates for service; and
if we do not heed the call, God’s work will be
carried out by others. Furthermore, those who
think they are the heirs to God’s Kingdom, as
did the religious leaders to whom the parable
was addressed, may be rejected if they put
other concerns first.

The rest of the parable (vv. 11-14), which
is unique to Matthew, adds a shocking note,
and at one time might have been a separate
story. Although the guests brought in from
the streets must have been told the nature of
the occasion, one of them had not bothered
to wear the necessary wedding garment. This
omission, like the refusal of the earlier guests,
was taken as an insult by the king. When the
man could offer no explanation for his
oversight, he was bound and thrown “into
the outer darkness,” a realm of “weeping and
gnashing of teeth” (v. 13; cf Mt. 8:12; 13:42,
50; 24:51; 25:30).

Neglecting to wear an appropriate
garment to the wedding symbolizes the failure
to behave in a manner befitting the standards
of God’s Kingdom. The man did not need
wedding clothes to get into the feast, but he
did need them to stay there. This points to
the necessity of being prepared to answer
God’s call to model an authentic discipleship
faithful to the teachings of Jesus.

In the final verse, Jesus proclaims that
“many are called, but few are chosen” (v. 14).
All are offered the unity and fellowship of
God’s banquet, but not all will pass God’s
judgment. Being invited to the banquet does
not guarantee that one will be allowed to
stay.

In this allegory of salvation history, the
parable asks us to reflect on how we are
called to respond to the invitation of God. As
in the preceding parable of the wicked
tenants, those who show contempt for God’s
work will miss out entirely on the Kingdom
which will come whether they are ready or
not. The Kingdom is a Divine gift, and final
inclusion involves being prepared to share
fully in God’s life.

In the final reading in this lectionary
cycle from the letter to the Philippians, the
Apostle Paul refers to this loyal congregation
as “my joy and my crown” (Phil. 4:1) as he
encourages them to “stand firm in the Lord”
(v. 1) in faith and unity. Alluding to a
disagreement between two women in the
congregation, he urges them to come to a
common mind in the Lord, supported by the
community.

With the assurance that the Lord’s
coming is near, they are to put aside anxiety
(cf Mt. 6:25-33) and rejoice in the Lord. In their
life of faith, consistent prayer, and thanksgiv-
ing, they will know “the peace of God, which
surpasses all understanding” (v. 7). Thus
they are to devote themselves to truth,

justice, purity, and all that Paul has taught
them.

The passage from Exodus is closely
paralleled by the Psalm for today in which the
Israelites “forgot God, their Savior, who had
done great things in Egypt” (Ps. 106:21) and
“exchanged the glory of God for the image of
an ox that eats grass” (v. 20).

While the Israelites were encamped in
the desert after their liberation from Egypt,
they grew impatient for the return of Moses
from Mt. Sinai and begged Aaron to “make
gods for us” (Ex. 32:1). This occurred after
they had received the Commandments (Ex.
20:1-20) and pledged themselves to a
covenant relationship with Yahweh that
prohibited the making of idols (Ex. 20:4).

Acting in sharp contrast to his portrayal
as Moses’ brother and trusted advisor, Aaron
took the gold the people brought to him,
melted it down, and fashioned it into a calf.
He constructed an altar and proclaimed a
festival day with burnt offerings and
sacrifices.

The Lord was very angry at the sight of
the people reveling before the golden calf,
and threatened to destroy the Israelites and
confer the promise to make Israel a great
nation on Moses alone (v. 10; cf Gen. 12:2).
Moses answered God’s wrath by interceding
for Israel. He began by asking why the Lord
would destroy the people after victoriously
bringing them out of Egypt. Doing so now
would damage Yahweh’s reputation among
the other nations (v. 12).

Speaking boldly, Moses then moved from
questioning Yahweh to actually telling the
Lord what to do. “Turn from your fierce wrath;
change your mind and do not bring disaster on
your people” (v. 12b). Moses went on to
remind the Lord of the promises of land and
descendants made to the ancestors of Israel.

The passage ends with a simple
statement of the Lord’s change of heart
concerning disaster (v. 14; cf Ps. 106:23). Here
we see the role of Moses as a great mediator
and are reminded that God’s justice is always
tempered with mercy. “O give thanks to the
Lord, for he is good; for his steadfast love
endures forever” (Ps. 106:1).
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Old Testament Track 2: Isaiah
25:1-9; Psalm 23

The Prophet Isaiah proclaimed a
vision of a future feast for all peoples as
he looked forward to a day of deliverance
for Israel. Isaiah saw the Northern
Kingdom overrun and absorbed into the
Assyrian Empire, and Jerusalem be-
sieged. Yet Isaiah’s trust in the Lord
caused him to deliver oracles of hope for
a future beyond the impending punish-
ment. His vision transcended security for
Israel to a hope of a new heaven and a
new earth—a world of total peace where
there would be no hurt or destruction for
anything that God had created.

The passage for today begins with a
hymn of praise for God’s marvelous acts
on behalf of the people (vv. 1-5). The
Lord has caused the destruction of
Israel’s oppressors, whose fortified city
has been made a ruin and whose palace
will never be rebuilt. Thus mighty nations
will respect and exalt the Divine name.
The prophet then tells God’s acts of
mercy on behalf of the poor and needy.

In verses 6-9, Isaiah goes on to
describe a lavish banquet that the Lord
will prepare for all peoples on God’s royal
mountain, Mount Zion, where heaven
and earth figuratively meet. Furthermore,
God will swallow up forever the shroud
that is the power of death hanging over
the people and wipe away the tears from
every face. Then Israel, which has waited
for the Lord, shall be glad and rejoice in
God’s salvation.

The peace and security of Isaiah’s
vision of God’s heavenly banquet is
reflected in the comforting words of
Psalm 23. In this hymn of trust, the
shepherd protects his sheep and
provides abundantly; thus the Psalmist is
assured that “goodness and mercy shall
follow me all the days of my life” (v. 6a).

• • •

1. This Gospel presents to us the
parable of the wedding; therefore we are
compelled to understand it differently
than it sounds and appears to the natural
ear and eye. Hence we will give attention
to the spiritual meaning of the parable,
and then notice how the text has been
torn and perverted.

2. First, the King, who prepared the
marriage feast, is our heavenly Father. The
bridegroom is his Son, our Lord Jesus
Christ. The bride is the Christian Church,
we and the whole world, in so far as we
believe, of which we shall hear later.

3. God first sent out his servants, the
Prophets to invite guests to this wed-

ding; they were to bid them, that is,
preach, and preach only faith in Christ.
But those invited did not come; they
were the Jews, to whom the Prophets
were sent, they would not hear nor
receive those sent to them. At another
time he sent other servants, the Apostles
and martyrs, to bid us come, and to say
to the bidden guests, “Behold, I have
made ready my dinner; my oxen and my
fatlings are killed, and all things are
ready; come to the marriage feast.”

4. These words beautifully picture to
us and teach how we should make use of
the life of the saints; namely, to introduce
examples by which the doctrine of the
Gospel may be confirmed, so that we may
the better, by the aid of such examples
and lives, meditate upon Christ, and be
nourished by and feast upon him as
upon fatlings and well fed oxen. This is
the reason he calls them fatlings. Take an
example: Paul teaches in Romans 3, 23f
how the bride is full of sin and must be
sprinkled by the blood of Christ alone, or
she will continue unclean, that is, she
must only believe that the blood of Christ
was shed for her sins, and there is no
other salvation possible. Then he
beautifully introduces the example of
Abraham and confirms the doctrine of
faith by the faith and life of Abraham, and
says, 4, 3: “And Abraham believed God,
and it was reckoned unto him for
righteousness.” That is a true ox, it is
properly slain, it nourishes us, so that we
become grounded and strengthened in
our faith by the example and faith of
Abraham. Again, soon after Paul lays
before us a fine fatling, when he cites
David the Prophet of God and proves
from him, that God does not justify us by
virtue of our works, but by faith, when he
says, Romans 4, 6-8: “Even as David also
pronounceth blessing upon the man,
unto whom God reckoneth righteousness
apart from works,” saying in Psalm 32, 1-
2: “Blessed are they whose iniquities are
forgiven, and whose sins are covered.
Blessed is the man to whom the Lord will
not reckon sin.” Behold, that fattens and
nourishes in the true sense, when we use
the example and doctrine of pious saints
to confirm our own doctrine and faith.

—A Sermon by Martin Luther; taken
from his Church Postil. First published
in 1523. [From The Sermons of Martin

Luther (Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book
House, 1983), V:227-235.]

• • •

There is little we can point to in our
lives as deserving anything but God’s
wrath. Our best moments have been

mostly grotesque parodies. Our best
loves have been almost always blurred
with selfishness and deceit. But there is
something to which we can point. Not
anything that we ever did or were, but
something that was done for us by
another. Not our own lives, but the life of
one who died in our behalf and yet is still
alive. This is our only glory and our only
hope. And the sound that it makes is the
sound of excitement and gladness and
laughter that floats through the night air
from a great banquet.
—Frederick Buechner in The Magnificent

Defeat (N. Y.: The Seabury Press, 1966).

• • •

“I am wronging no one,” you say, “I
am merely holding on to what is mine.”
What is yours! Who gave it to you so
that you could bring it into life with you?
Why, you are like a man who pinches a
seat at the theater at the expense of
latecomers, claiming ownership of what
was for common use. That’s what the rich
are like; having seized what belongs to all
they claim it as their own on the basis of
having got there first. Whereas if
everyone took for himself enough to
meet his immediate needs and released
the rest for those in need of it, there
would be no rich and no poor.
—Basil of Caesarea (c. 330–379).

• • •

Your holiness makes you as con-
spicuous as the sun in the sky. You
cannot hide your Christian character. Love
cannot be hidden any more than can light.
Least of all, it cannot be hidden when it
shines forth in action. When you exercise
yourself in a labor of love, in any kind of
good work, you are observed. We may as
well try to hide a city as to hide a Chris-
tian. It is the purpose of God that every
Christian should be in open view. We are
to give light to all that are in the house.

—John Wesley, “Upon Our Lord’s
Sermon on the Mount: Discourse IV.”

• • •

Thomas Watkins from Wilson, N. C.,
tries to explain how our church might
change using the South’s love of football
in an article in Journal for Preachers
(“Game Day: Becoming a New Church in
an Old South,” 2011): “They [the fans] are
not asked to show their diplomas at the
stadium gate. Perhaps congregations
should begin to nurture relationships with
those individuals who claim connections
to congregations but never join.”

—Joanna Seibert in Daily Something
(6/13/2017).
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In both Exodus and the Gospel, a big
mistake is made! The Israelites collect
all their jewelry to make a golden calf.

Why? Maybe out of fear of the un-
known—Where did Moses go and would
he return?—or perhaps out of a need to
have a tactile image to worship (to be fair,
God was more or less invisible). But God
was not pleased, and we see Moses
arguing with God to save the people from
annihilation.

In the Gospel, Jesus tells the parable
of a wedding feast in which a man comes
into the banquet having not put on the
offered—and obviously expected—
wedding garment. It’s not a custom we’d
be accustomed to, so we may find it hard
to understand why the consequences
were so dire. Bound and thrown out into
the darkness? But this is a parable, after
all, a story deliberately told to the extreme
to spark the listeners’ attention and get
them to think: What is that garment all
about?

So, what might we think about the
Exodus story? We could consider how
we still put our “riches,” our gifts, into
idols that are not of God. We may not do
it out of fear or a need to make God
tangible. It might be that we’re looking to
enhance our own power or wealth at the
expense of others. We might use our gifts
with our backs turned away from God.

I like Sharron Blezard’s thoughts
below about the wedding garment. Unlike
the man in the parable, do we instead
honor God by clothing ourselves in the
fruits of the Spirit? Do we honor God and
our fellow human beings by presenting
ourselves with love and thoughtfulness?

Two good stories, both meant to
shake us awake and make us think on
deeper levels. As Blezard says, “Do we
dare to give less than our very best?” Do
we dare to turn our backs on God and our
neighbor?

—SM

• • •

What strikes me [in the Gospel] is
that none of us are worthy of this
invitation. Precious few of us regularly
haunt the halls of extreme wealth and
unbridled power, regardless of our places
of privilege on a global scale. We may
never dine with presidents or princes, or
sit at a table like the ones portrayed in
Downton Abbey, yet still, we are invited
to God’s table. And, there truly is no finer
table to be found. So the question I’ve
been pondering is the right response to
this invitation. Is it to in turn make sure
that our congregational tables are fully
open to all who come? Is it to take God’s

table of grace into the world and seek
and share the abundance? Do we honor
God’s invitation by wearing the right
garments—love, mercy, kindness,
compassion, joy? Do we dare to give less
than our very best?

—Sharron Blezard, “Ready for the
Party?” at stewardshipoflife.org.

• • •

Paul tells us whom to call, because
immediately after telling us not to worry
about anything, he tells us how this can
happen. It is not a human achievement at
all. It is a gift from God that we access
through constant prayer. I can psyche
myself up in other areas of life. But I need
God to bring peace to my soul.

I wish Paul had reversed the order of
this verse and written it like this instead:
“In everything by prayer and supplica-
tion with thanksgiving let your requests
be made known to God and you will
receive the gift of not worrying about
anything.”

And with all due respect to Paul,
maybe he could have gone on to explain
things a little more fully. Maybe some-
thing like:

“The peace of God, which surpasses
all understanding is guarding your heart
and your mind in Christ Jesus right now.
Whether you feel this at an emotional
level or not, this is the truth. So get in the
habit of constant prayer, and you will
come more and more into contact with
this gift of peace. Do not beat yourself
up that you have anxious thoughts. This
is our common human tendency. Do not
suppose, like the Stoics, that you can
banish anxiety through self-mastery and
be indifferent to the ups and downs of
life. Only the Peace of God in Jesus
Christ can master your anxieties.”

—Alyce McKenzie, “Let’s Do This!
Reflections on Philippians 4:6-7 and an

Anxiety-Free Life” at Patheos (10/6/
2014).

• • •

Paradox. We expect, indeed we
demand something grand from God.
Sometimes God obliges and comes to us
as we demand, but mostly God comes to
us as a helpless infant; as a companion
on the way; as the crucified one.

—James Koester, SSJE.

Opening Hymn 556 “Rejoice, ye pure in
heart!”—Marion. Begin worship today
with this call for God’s people to rejoice,
as echoed in Paul’s letter to the church at
Philippi. Omit stanzas 6 and 7 if desired;
and use the SATB parts, perhaps on
stanzas 2-4, if you have a willing choir.

Gloria in Excelsis or Hymn of Praise
Continue with the setting chosen for the
fall or the month.

Sequence 481 “Rejoice, the Lord is
King!”—Gopsal. At the conclusion of
Jesus’ Gospel parable, we hear of the man
judged harshly for his lack of appropriate
attire. This hymn alludes to Christ as
“Judge” throughout, affirming that Christ
is given “the keys of death and hell”
(s. 3). Also, the refrain directly echoes
Paul in the admonition to “Rejoice! again
I say, rejoice!” If your church is unaccus-
tomed to instrumental codas, the Final
Ending may be omitted; but the written
ending is thrilling when executed with
gusto.

Offertory Hymn 549 “Jesus calls us; o’er
the tumult”—St. Andrew. This beautiful
text, set to an equally beautiful tune,
serves well to accompany today’s Gospel

parable in which Jesus says “many are
called, but few are chosen.” Although
especially appropriate for the Track 1
Lesson from Exodus for its mention that
“Jesus calls us ... from each idol that
would keep us” (s. 3), it also suits Track 2
for its general parallels with Psalm 23
(following the “clear voice” of the master,
s. 1, for example).

Communion Hymns 300 “Glory, love,
and praise, and honor”—Benifold. 321
“My God, thy table now is spread”—
Rockingham. 339 “Deck thyself, my
soul, with gladness”—Schmücke dich.
W812 (Wonder, Love, and Praise,
Church Publishing) “I, the Lord of sea
and sky” (“Here I am, Lord”)—(by Daniel
L. Schutte).

Closing Hymn 7 “Christ, whose glory
fills the skies”—Ratisbon. Send the
people out into the glory of day with this
well-known and well-liked hymn. The text
provides a transition from the corporate
to the personal (“in my heart appear,”
s. 1; “thy mercy’s beams I see,” s. 2), as
an appropriate dismissal, reminding
people that they should not live in the
world and go to church, but rather live in
the church and go to the world.
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I. An unusual invitation to the
“banquet.”
Mike Jay in Aeon magazine (5/31/

2017) writes of St. Dymphna’s legacy
being realized in the town of Geel,
Belgium, through its phenomenal
welcoming of thousands of special-needs
“boarders” over the centuries.

“Half an hour on the slow train from
Antwerp, surrounded by flat, sparsely
populated farmlands, Geel (pronounced,
roughly, ‘Hyale’) strikes the visitor as a
quiet, tidy but otherwise unremarkable
Belgian market town. Yet its story is
unique. For more than 700 years its
inhabitants have taken the mentally ill
and disabled into their homes as guests
or ‘boarders.’ At times, these guests have
numbered in the thousands, and arrived
from all over Europe.”

Several hundred such “boarders” are
in residence today, often sharing their
lives with host families for years, decades,
or even a lifetime. One boarder recently
celebrated fifty years in the Flemish town,
and arranged a surprise party for his host
family. Friends and neighbors were there,
joined by the mayor and accompanied by
a full brass band.

According to Aeon, among the
people of Geel, the term “mentally ill” is
never heard: even words such as
“psychiatric” and “patient” are carefully
hedged with finger-waggling and scare
quotes. The family care system, as it’s
known, is resolutely nonmedical. When
boarders meet their new families, they do
so, as they always have, without a
backstory or clinical diagnosis. If a word
is needed to describe them, it’s often a
positive one such as “special,” or at
most, “different.” This might in fact be
more accurate than “mentally ill,” since
some boarders would today be diag-
nosed with learning difficulties or special
needs. But the most common collective
term is simply “boarders”—describing
their social and not their mental condi-
tion: those who have no family or friends
who can look after them.

The origins of the Geel story lie in
the thirteenth century, in the martyrdom
of St. Dymphna, a legendary seventh-
century Irish princess whose pagan
father went mad with grief after the death
of his Christian wife and demanded that
Dymphna marry him. To escape the
king’s incestuous passion, Dymphna fled
to Europe and hid in the marshy flatlands
of Flanders. Her father finally tracked her
down in Geel, and when she refused him
once more, he beheaded her.

Over time, she became revered as a
saint with powers of intercession for the
mentally afflicted, and her shrine began

to attract pilgrims and tales of miraculous
cures.

During the Renaissance, Geel
became famous as a refuge or sanctuary
for the “mad,” who arrived and stayed for
reasons both spiritual and practical.
Some pilgrims came in hope of a cure.
Other families from local villages doubt-
less took the opportunity to abandon
troublesome relatives they couldn’t
afford to support. But the people of Geel
absorbed them all as an act of charity and
Christian piety, also sometimes putting
them to work as free labor on their farms.

The people of Geel don’t regard any
of this as therapy; it’s simply “family
care.” Despite gradual changes in this
unorthodox practice through the de-
cades, some experts still maintain that
inclusion and acceptance are the best
therapy of all.

II. “One beggar telling another beggar
where to find food.”
To evangelize is to invite, to wel-

come. Substitute the word “invitation”
for “evangelism,” and our task as
Christians and as a Church becomes
clear. The Kingdom of heaven is like a
feast, Jesus says, and God invites us to
come. Jesus hands over to us the task of
inviting others: “Go therefore into all the
nations,” he says, and compel people to
come. God has laid out for us an incred-
ible banquet of benefits that includes
love, care, mercy, reconciliation, forgive-
ness, acceptance, and eternal life—
abundant life, here and now.

What can we compare to the Lord’s
offer? Does any situation on earth ever
add up to this glorious feast at the end of
time?

On his deathbed, Martin Luther wrote
on a slip of paper: “We are beggars, it is
true.” D. T. Niles, a Ceylonese pastor (d.
1970) who became an evangelist and
ecumenical world leader, defined evange-
lism as “one beggar telling another beggar
where to find food.” Evangelism is
inviting people to a royal feast that mirrors
God’s ultimate party. Although we
ourselves are nothing but beggars, or
perhaps “boarders,” we ourselves had to
have been invited at some point, ac-
cepted, and come to be filled and blessed
at God’s table.

An astonishing feature of the
banquet in today’s Gospel is that there is
no guest list! Many of the invited guests
did not come, so the king sent his
servants out to “invite everyone you find
to the wedding banquet.” Today we are
inviting people to share in the same life-
altering experience that nourishes us and
unites us in Christ day by day.

III. Clothed in the wedding garment
—or not.
Esther De Waal wrote in Living with

Contradiction (Harrisburg, Penn.:
Morehouse Publ., 1998): “If I am es-
tranged from myself, then I am also
estranged from others too. If I am out of
touch with myself I cannot hope to touch
others. It is only as I am connected to my
own core that I am connected to others.
It is only too easy as I walk along a
crowded pavement, rush into a supermar-
ket, watch people crossing the road as I
draw up at the lights, to dismiss them, to
fail to see them as human beings, or
simply to pass some superficial judgment
on clothes or appearance, labeling them,
putting them into some pigeon-hole.”

But God’s plan is different. God’s
way is not to pare down the guest list.
God actively seeks out anyone who will
respond to this generous invitation.

The Abingdon Bible Commentary
(N. Y.: Abingdon-Cokesbury Press, 1929)
explains that “People brought in from the
byways and streets would have neither
time nor means to procure a wedding
garment. The little parable nevertheless
may properly emphasize the fact that one
must appear at the kingly feast with that
pure garment which means righteous-
ness, and that the day will come when the
King will appear to sift the worthy from
the unworthy” (p. 988).

However, if we take up God’s
invitation, to a certain extent we will
always come “as we are.” Do we desire
fellowship in God’s Kingdom enough to
begin to learn to “dress” for it in this life?
Trying to hide our status as beggars
would not work—since God sees all. But
repentance is always available, mercy
reigns, and grace abounds (unlike with a
despotic king in an ancient parable).

“Grace our table with your pres-
ence,” we sing. “Give us a foretaste of
the feast to come.” Then we receive the
Bread and Cup, in a foreshadowing of the
great and promised, all-inclusive feast
that awaits. All this resonates largely
because, simply by being there, we have
accepted the invitation and are open to
transformation. Clothed in the banquet
garments of baptismal grace and fed by
God’s holy gifts, we are then sent out to
find and compel new “guests” to come,
extending them the welcome and the
promise of new life God offers.

“They feast on the abundance of
your house, and you give them drink
from the river of your delights” (Ps. 36:8).

The unexpected hospitality that we
extend to others because of God’s grace
toward us culminates in wondrous joy.
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During Jesus’ final days in Jerusa-
lem, he was involved in a series of
confrontations with the religious

and political leaders. In today’s Gospel
reading they seek to entrap him with a
question they think will pin him between
disloyalty to Jewish tradition or subver-
sion against Rome (cf Mk. 12:13-17; Lk.
20:20-26). But once again, Jesus outplays
his adversaries and reveals the truth in a
way that continues to evoke controversy.

As the passage begins, the Pharisees
and supporters of Herod attempt to disarm
Jesus by praising him as one who sincerely
teaches “the way of God in accordance with
truth” (22:16). They then go on to ask, “Is it
lawful to pay taxes to the emperor, or not?”
(Mt. 22:17). This question reflects the
divisive issue faced by Jews in first-century
Palestine as to how far they could cooperate
with Roman authority and still be considered
faithful to the covenant—a choice between
loyalty to God and obedience to Roman
power. Recognizing that they are not merely
making a friendly inquiry, Jesus retorts,
“Why are you putting me to the test, you
hypocrites?” (v. 18).

Previously, Jesus had driven the money
changers out of the temple (Mt. 21:12-13)
and had addressed the issue of paying the
temple tax (Mt. 17:24-27). In this new
situation, if Jesus declares that Torah forbids
paying taxes to Rome, he can be arrested for
sedition. On the other hand, if he claims that
Torah allows paying the tax, knowing it will
be used to maintain the pagan temples and
sustain Roman rule, his teaching will be
denounced. Those who oppose him are
rigorous in their interpretation of religious
obligation, and they take offense even at
handling Roman coins.

The tax in question here was levied by
the Roman occupation on all the inhabitants
of Israel and had to be paid in Roman
currency. The amount of the usual tax was a
denarius, which represented the average
daily wage for a laborer.

Jesus then asks for a coin that would
be used to pay the tax. Local coins that
carried no human or animal image were
minted for the required offerings at the
temple. But normal commerce and payment
of taxes required the imperial coinage
bearing Caesar’s likeness, with the inscrip-
tion: “Tiberius Caesar, august son of the
divine Augustus, high priest.”

When Jesus inquires whose image is

stamped on the coin, the obvious answer is
“the emperor’s” (v. 21). Thus he puts himself
in the position of questioner rather than
respondent, and his “answer” to their
original question becomes a command:
“Give therefore to the emperor the things
that are the emperor’s ... ” (v. 21).

The coin is already Caesar’s, hence it
should be given back to him. To return to
Caesar his own coinage is a fact of political
life—not an abandonment of the rule of
God. To return to Caesar what is his cannot
therefore take anything away from God. This
reply leaves no opportunity for Jesus’
enemies to denounce him to the Romans as
a rebel. And neither nationalists nor religious
zealots can say he is disloyal to their faith.

But the full genius of Jesus’ answer is
revealed in the rest of the sentence. They are
to give back to Caesar the things that
belong to Caesar and “ ... to God the things
that are God’s” (v. 21). Jesus’ audience
would know the biblical teaching that God
had created humanity in the Divine image
(Gen. 1:26). Each listener was thus stamped
with the likeness of God—a living visual
reminder that God had a claim on every
aspect of life.

To give back to God that which, by
right of creation itself, belongs to God,
means to return all that we are and all that we
have. What we may be required to give the
emperor—the state and temporal order—is
only money. All of our gifts and abilities
point to the One who made us for the
purpose of ongoing service to God, to
whom we owe our total allegiance of heart,
mind, and soul (Mt. 22:37).

No one can argue with the point Jesus
has made. He doesn’t answer the question
directly, but throws the issue back on the
crowd, who will have to decide for them-
selves where their loyalties reside. The
Pharisees and the Herodians have been
caught in their own hypocrisy by trying to
force a choice between loyalty to God or
Rome. They are ultimately amazed by Jesus’
response, and leave him to go on their way.

This text has often been used to frame
debates over church and state doctrine.
However, Matthew’s concern here was to
illustrate Jesus’ skill in evading his enemies’
attempted trap by turning the issue back on
them. In so doing, Jesus called attention to the
fact that what God asks of us—our total
devotion and obedience—does not belong to
Caesar, and therefore cannot be given to him.

The Epistle passage is the first of five
readings in this lectionary cycle from Paul’s
first letter to the Thessalonians. Paul began
his ministry in Thessalonica, the capital of
the Roman province of Macedonia.

Generally considered to be the earliest
writing in the New Testament, the letter
begins with the usual greetings of grace and
peace to the recipients. Silvanus and
Timothy were co-workers with Paul in his
ministry in Thessalonica.

Paul gives thanks for the Thessalonians
and assures them of his prayers on their
behalf. He commends their faith, love,
perseverance, and the work of the Holy Spirit
among them. In response to the Gospel
message brought by Paul, they have become
“imitators of us and of the Lord” (v. 6).

Their faith, even in the face of persecu-
tion, has become an example to other
communities (v. 8). Thus the Thessalonians
live in steadfast hope as they await the
coming of God’s “Son from heaven” (v. 10)
who will rescue them from the coming
judgment of the world.

In the reading from Exodus, the Lord
rejected the people of Israel after they had
broken God’s commandment against making
idols by worshiping a golden calf (Ex. 32:1-
14).

Thus, in the text for today, Moses
pleads with Yahweh to remain with Israel as
they continue their journey through the
wilderness. Moses asks for God’s ways to
be made clear to him (v. 13), and points out
that Yahweh’s continuing presence makes
Israel stand out among the other nations:
“In this way, we shall be distinct” (v. 16).

When the Lord consents to Moses’
request (v. 17), Moses then asks to see
God’s glory. However, to look on the face of
God is too much for mere mortals to
withstand (v. 20); therefore, to seal God’s
promises, Moses is permitted to see the
Lord’s back.

Once again, Moses intervened for the
Israelites. Thus, despite their disloyalty to
him and to Yahweh, the Lord continues to
bestow mercy and grace on God’s wayward
people (v. 19).
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Old Testament Track 2: Isaiah
45:1-7; Psalm 96:1-9 (10-13)

The Book of Isaiah was compiled by a
prophetic school with chapters 40-55, or
Second Isaiah, reflecting the situation of
the fifth century B. C. as the exile in
Babylon is about to come to an end.
Babylon was now controlled by the Persian
king Cyrus, who developed a new policy
for administering his conquered provinces.
The king sought to win allies among his
neighbors, and one step in doing so was to
allow the exiles of Judah to return to their
ancestral land. Thus the prophet saw the
victory of Cyrus as evidence of God’s
action on behalf of Israel.

According to the prophet, Cyrus
knew nothing of Israel’s God; yet he was
anointed to do God’s work (45:1). God
opens the doors before Cyrus and levels
the mountains. The Lord God of Israel
called Cyrus by name and made possible
his victories. “I am the Lord, and there is
no other; besides me there is no god. I arm
you, though you do not know me” (v. 5).

Cyrus was chosen as the agent of
the Lord for the sake of God’s chosen
people. Through the foreign king’s
triumph, all nations from east to west
were being shown that no other power
existed and that nothing could take place
apart from the permission of the Lord
who controls all things, even those
events that seem negative from a human
perspective (v. 7).

God’s actions in the world are not
limited to sacred events, but include all
aspects of human existence. With the
return of the exiles to their homeland, the
peoples of the world would recognize the
Lord’s faithfulness to Israel and join in
worshiping the one true God.

When read alongside the Gospel
(Mt. 22:15-22), these passages reveal
once again that everything belongs to
God—even a foreign emperor, who may
not know that his actions work for the
glory of the Lord.

In response, the Psalm offers a hymn
of praise to God who is Lord of all and
rules the nations with justice and
righteousness.

• • •

Mark Allan Powell begins his
introduction to Giving to God: The
Bible’s Good News About Living a
Generous Life with this story:

Have you heard the story about the
baptism of the Gauls? It may not be
historically factual, but this is not a
history book, so we won’t worry too much
about that.

The Gauls were a warlike people who

in ancient times inhabited what is now
France and Belgium. They spoke a Celtic
language and were Druidic by religion.
By the time of the Christian era they had
been conquered by the Roman Empire
and were supposedly under its control.
The extent of this control varied, how-
ever, for the Gauls never did take too well
to being conquered and there were
numerous Gallic uprisings.

A number of Christian missionaries
ventured into Gallic territory and, over
time, many of the Gauls became Chris-
tians. As the story goes, when a con-
verted warrior was baptized in a river or
stream, he would hold one arm high in
the air as the missionary dunked him
under the water. This seemed a peculiar
custom and the missionaries soon
learned the reason for it. When the next
battle or skirmish broke out, the warlike
Gaul could proclaim “This arm is not
baptized!” grab up his club or sword or
ax, and ride off to destroy his enemy in a
most unchristian manner.

As I’ve indicated, this story is
probably not historically authentic. My
guess is that it’s a medieval version of
what we would call an “urban legend” and
I certainly do not intend to cast any
aspersions on the Gauls or their descen-
dants by repeating it. I just find the image
so compelling: the picture of someone—
anyone—trying to keep one part of their
body, one aspect of their identity, free
from the influence of baptism.

We are created in the image of
God—every tiny part of us. This means
that the tiniest parts of our body, the
smallest thoughts in our heads, etc.,
belong to God.

—Brian Stoffregen at Crossmarks.com.

• • •

Instead of jumping into the political
discussion … Jesus curiously requests
to see the coin of the tribute. It is not
necessary that Jesus possess the coin to
answer their question. He could certainly
respond without seeing the coin. That He
requests to see the coin suggests that
there is something meaningful about the
coin itself. 

In the Tribute Episode, the question-
ers produce a denarius. The denarius was
approximately 1/10 of a troy ounce (at that
time about 3.9 grams) of silver and
roughly worth a day’s wages for a
common laborer. The denarius was a
remarkably stable currency; Roman
emperors did not begin debasing it with
any vigor until Nero. The denarius in
question would have been issued by the
Emperor Tiberius, whose reign coincided
with Jesus’ ministry. Where Augustus

issued hundreds of denarii, Ethelbert
Stauffer, in his masterful Christ and the
Caesars, reports that Tiberius issued only
three, and of those three, two are relatively
rare, and the third is quite common.

Tiberius preferred this third and issued
it from his personal mint for twenty years.
The denarius was truly the emperor’s
property: he used it to pay his soldiers,
officials, and suppliers; it bore the imperial
seal; it differed from the copper coins
issued by the Roman Senate, and it was
also the coin with which subjected
peoples, in theory, were required to pay the
tribute. Tiberius even made it a capital crime
to carry any coin stamped with his image
into a bathroom or a brothel. In short, the
denarius was a tangible representation of
the emperor’s power, wealth, deification,
and subjugation.

Tiberius’ denarii were minted at
Lugdunum, modern-day Lyons, in Gaul.
Thus, J. Spencer Kennard, in a well-
crafted, but out-of-print book entitled
Render to God, argues that the denarius’
circulation in Judaea was likely scarce.
The only people to transact routinely with
the denarius in Judaea would have been
soldiers, Roman officials, and Jewish
leaders in collaboration with Rome.

Thus, it is noteworthy that Jesus,
Himself, does not possess the coin. The
questioners’ quickness to produce the coin
at Jesus’ request implies that they routinely
used it, taking advantage of Roman
financial largess, whereas Jesus did not.
Moreover, the Tribute Episode takes place
in the Temple, and by producing the coin,
the questioners reveal their religious
hypocrisy—they bring a potentially
profane item, the coin of a pagan, into the
sacred space of the Temple.
—Jeff Barr at LewRockwell.com (3/17/2010).

• • •

Christianity is harmed most by
Christians who feel moved to mix the
church’s task with the state’s. When the
devil offered Christ the kingdoms of the
world, Jesus refused. ...

To say something really bold: God
controls the hell of human crimes with an
infernal machine, the state. Someone may
say, “I am going to operate this machine
and make it less hellish; I will moderate the
satanic properties of hell; I will serve the
state.” Such a resolve commands respect.
Very well, whoever wants to do that
should go ahead, and I pray his efforts will
help a little. For myself, I refuse to mount
the machines of hell. I will board the ship
that shows all humankind the way to the
other shore: to the kingdom of peace,
justice, and perfect love.

—Eberhard Arnold in The Plough
Reader (Winter 2002), p. 38.
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Opening Hymn 377 “All people that on
earth do dwell”—Old 100th. Offering this
famous tune at the beginning of the
service, rather than at the offertory
(where many still think of it as the sole
property of doxology text), paves the
way for the people to “come ye before
him and rejoice” (s. 1). The third and
fourth stanzas are especially suitable for
the Collect today, which prays “perse-
vere with steadfast faith in the confes-
sion of your Name”; and with the Track 2
readings (Old Testament and Psalm),
which laud the one great and powerful
God of Israel.

Gloria in Excelsis or Hymn of Praise
Continue with the setting chosen for the
fall or the month.

Sequence 573 “Father eternal, Ruler of
creation”—Langham. In today’s Gospel
Jesus puts Caesar in his rightful place
with all politicians: “led by no star, the
rulers of the nations still fail to bring us
to the blissful birth” (s. 4). In addition,
this hymn includes a brief nod to God’s
admonition to Moses (Track 1) that “you
cannot see my face; for no one shall see
me and live” in its reference to the

Creator as a “holy hidden Being” (s. 5).

Offertory Hymn 544 “Jesus shall reign
where’er the sun”—Duke Street. As we
prepare for Eucharist, this hymn helps
span the gulf between what is God’s and
what is Caesar’s, bidding us to “rise and
bring peculiar honors to our King” (s. 5).
The printed tempo of half=72 is probably
spot on, as it provides enough momen-
tum for the melody to “sweep” up and
down (a trait common to each of the four
musical phrases).

Communion Hymns 706 “In your mercy,
Lord, you called me”—Halton Holgate.
689 “I sought the Lord, and afterward I
knew”—Faith. L56 (Lift Every Voice
and Sing II, Church Publishing) “Praise
God from whom all blessings flow”—(by
John Hatton).

Closing Hymn 594 “God of grace and
God of glory”—Cwm Rhondda. Con-
clude the day with this well-known hymn
that implores God to shame our “selfish
gladness, rich in things and poor in soul”
(s. 3). Be sure to vary registration in each
of the four stanzas, as always.

The Reformation democratized
church experience; the movement
demoted the priest and promoted

the people—you were urged to read the
scriptures instead of having someone
read them for you. The Reformation also
reimagined a rowdy and robust sense of
grace. You didn’t buy your salvation—
you received it by grace, through faith.
You had a slogan: sola gratia.

From God, you don’t get what you
might deserve—you get what you don’t
deserve and can’t possibly purchase. …

Religion is once again resisting
fossilization into warfare or dusty
denominations or fundamentalisms or all
of the above—causing many people to
say they are none of the above.

What is consistent is religious
reformation. From our beginnings, we
questioned religious fossilization. Then
we questioned it again. And now many of
us deeply sense that we are not really in
the 500th year of the Protestant Reforma-
tion, we are in the first years of a new
global reformation of religion. Call it
spiritual but not religious. Call it fed up
with the old ways and the old days. Or
call it the multifaith movement, where we
know there is more than one name for
God and are desperate for the peace that
passes tribal understanding.

—Donna Schaper, “Jesus Has Left the
Building: Celebrating the Next Reforma-

tion” in Religion Dispatches (10/24/
2016).

• • •

Religion has been a factor in
American life and politics from the
beginning. Anglican observance was
compulsory at Jamestown, and the
Puritans of New England were explicitly
hoping to found a New Jerusalem. But
coerced belief is no belief at all; it is
tyranny. “I commend that man, whether
Jew, or Turk, or Papist, or whoever, that
steers no otherwise than his conscience
dares,” said Roger Williams.

By the time of the American founding,
men like Jefferson and Madison saw the
virtue in guaranteeing liberty of con-
science, and one of the young republic’s
signal achievements was to create a
context in which religion and politics
mixed but church and state did not. The
Founders’ insight was that one might as
well try to build a wall between economics
and politics as between religion and
politics, since both are about what people
feel and how they see the world. Let the
religious take their stand in the arena of
politics and ideas on their own, and fight
for their views on equal footing with all
other interests. American public life is

neither wholly secular nor wholly religious
but an ever-fluid mix of the two. History
suggests that trouble tends to come when
one of these forces grows too powerful in
proportion to the other. …

How to balance concern for the
garden of the church with the moral
imperatives to make gentle the life of the
world is one of the most perplexing
questions facing the church. “We have
important obligations to do whatever we
can, including through the use of
political means, to help our neighbors—
promoting just laws, good order, peace,
education and opportunity,” wrote Noll,
Hatch and Marsden [The Evangelical
Historians, 1996]. “Nonetheless we
should recognize that as we work for the
relatively better in ‘the city of the world,’
our successes will be just that—relative.
In the last analysis the church declares
that the solutions offered by the nations
of the world are always transitory
solutions, themselves in need of reform.”

—Jon Meacham, “The End of Christian
America” in Newsweek (4/3/2009).

• • •

 The credit crisis serves to point to the
inadequacy of any ultimate credo whose
object is anything but God. God is our
refuge and strength. And God’s sustain-

ing power is not tied to the Dow. …
In the gospel for this week Jesus

speaks to a central issue of our financial
lives—paying taxes to the government
(Mt. 22:15–22). To what seems like a trick
question he responded, “Give to Caesar
what is Caesar’s, and to God what is
God’s.” On that ancient denarius that
was given to Jesus was an image of
Caesar, and merely money is owed to him,
whereas every human being bears the
image of God, implying that I “render to
God” wholly and without condition my
entire self.
—Adam Hamilton, “Credo and the Credit

Crisis” at journeywithjesus.net.

• • •

Surplus wealth is a sacred trust
which its possessor is bound to adminis-
ter in his lifetime for the good of the
community.

—Andrew Carnegie.

• • •

What would your week look like if
you took seriously the dismissal to “Go
in peace to love and serve the Lord,” and
did so because you had a mission to do
and a message to proclaim and you were
so excited you couldn’t contain yourself?

—James Koester, SSJE.
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I. The Lord said to Moses, “I will do
the very thing that you have asked;
for you have found favor in my sight,
and I know you by name.”
What a wonderful image. Each of

today’s Lessons has something to do
with power—the power of the Lord and
how God offers us a share in that power. I
love Moses’ willingness to stand before
God and say, “Hang on, I’m going to
need help with this, what are you going
to do?” I imagine God smiling as a mere
mortal confronts the Creator of all. God’s
response, however, is one of the things
that set our God completely apart from
the pagan gods of the cultures surround-
ing the relatively tiny Israel: this God let
Moses keep questioning, and answered
each time with love and encouragement.

At that same time, many pagan
cultures offered human sacrifice to gods
of stone and natural elements—to gods
who could not listen, could not answer,
and could not offer protection. Another
thing pagan gods cannot do is empower
the people and assure them they are
trusted to lead. God does this for Moses.
God lets Moses know he is known by
name, known to his very soul by the God
who calls him to lead his people from
slavery to life.

The beautiful thing we get from this
passage is that our God calls each of us
by name. All through the Old and New
Testament we see God in intimate
connection with beloved creations, all
made in God’s image and likeness. We are
called, as Moses was, to use our unique
gifts, to carry on God’s message of love
to the world.

I love this reflection by Geoffrey
Canada, a martial arts teacher in the
South Bronx:

“I begin class and then I’m lost in the
teaching. I’m trying to bring magic into the
lives of these kids. To bring a sense of
wonder and amazement. … By the time the
class is ending their eyes are wide with
amazement and respect, and they look at
me differently. I line them up and I talk to
them. I talk to them about values, about
violence, about hope. I try to build within
each one a reservoir of strength that they
can draw from as they face the countless
tribulations small and large that poor
children face every day. And I try to
convince each one that I know their true
value, their worth as human beings, their
special gift that God gave to them. And I
hope they will make it to the next class
with something left in that reservoir for me
to add to week by week. It is from that
reservoir that they will draw the strength
to resist the drugs, the games, the
violence.” (Quoted in Architects of Peace,

Michael Collopy, Novato, Cal.: New World
Library, 2000, p. 106.)

This is a man who is doing what God
would have us do! It’s how God treats us
when we’re open to it. God teaches. God
shows us things that make us wonder
and be amazed. God knows us by name
and knows our gifts. God offers us
strength, compassion, love—all so we
will be able to fill our reservoirs of life
continually. But then God expects us also
to do the same for our neighbor.

II. “It is clear to us, friends, that God
not only loves you very much but also
has put his hand on you for some-
thing special. When the Message we
preached came to you, it wasn’t just
words. Something happened in you.
The Holy Spirit put steel in your
convictions. … The news of your
faith in God is out. We don’t even
have to say anything anymore—
you’re the message!”

—Paraphrase of 1 Thessalonians 1:4-8
in The Message by Eugene H. Peterson.

I like this paraphrase. It tells us that
every one of us is touched by God. God
not only knows us by name, but is willing
to put a hand on us, to call us each to do
something special. These Thessalonians
were no different from us. They were
ordinary people, but they took in the
power of the Holy Spirit, and God’s Word
changed them. Many important people
are known for having been transformed
by God’s power; but that power is
offered to each of us.

Paul is talking about the effect of
God’s word, the power of goodness and
truth. Can we think of a time when our
lives were changed by the power of
words—when someone spoke or we read
a passage and it so touched us to the
depth of our souls that our lives became
new? God’s word flows through so many
channels to bathe us in light and, yes,
amazement at what we can do.

We’re often asked at workshops or
retreats to think of people who have
touched our lives—teachers, friends,
family. It’s a joy to remember these special
people—and even more so when we have
a chance to tell them what they did for us.

But we also know words can bring
destruction and despair. There is power
in language of hate or dismissal, the
power to kill the soul by using words to
demean or ridicule. We see too much of
that in our world today.

Would Paul say to us that “news of
our faith in God is out”? Or is the
message we send not full of the power of
the Spirit?

Hearing hateful words or offensive
jokes, rude posts on Facebook or other
social media diminish us all as human
beings. They hammer away at our
sensitivity until we become inured to
their effect on us.

We’re brought back by beauty, by
the flow of words that wash over us in
song, poetry, and of course, Scripture.
We’re restored by seeing others who
require our compassion, who need to be
rebuilt by the kind of love Geoffrey
Canada offers his students. We’re
brought back and empowered by the
Spirit to do what we can to become the
message of God to God’s people.

III.  “Basing our lives on God’s uncondi-
tional love is a radical turning
around of life for most of us”

—Abbott Andrew, St. Gregory’s, Three
Rivers, Michigan.

Something brings us back to our
soul-self. We are once again hurt by the
sin of the world, even if it isn’t aimed
precisely at us. The ugly words hurled at
an innocent Muslim woman, the slap of a
cranky child in a store, the word “stupid”
used to sting a student—all these and
more make our hearts ache and call us to
action.

In the Gospel, Jesus challenges us to
give to the world only what is the
world’s, but to God—everything! Abbott
Andrew’s words make us take a look at
how we function in the world today. “We
often find ourselves, if we pay attention
to what we are doing with our lives,
among those who gathered against the
Lord’s anointed.

“We live by accusation and blame of
other people and energize our lives
through seeking revenge for the wrongs
done to us or that we think have been
done to us. Unconditional love may be all
well and good for a good person like
Jesus, but we can all think of many
things other humans do that call into
question the advisability of offering
unconditional love to them.”

Do those words prick our con-
science?

But Abbott Andrew goes on to say,
“This sort of turning is what baptism is
all about as it initiates us into God’s
kingdom.” The power of the Spirit is ours
for the asking, ours to grasp and use as
we struggle against what pulls us from
love to hate, from unity to discord.

Revel in the beauty that is in our
world.

Live in it as Jesus lived, deeply
respecting the dignity of every human
being.

—SM
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Love for God and Neighbor

SCRIPTURE FOR TODAY
Deuteronomy 34:1-12; Psalm 90:1-6,

13-17; 1 Thessalonians 2:1-8;
Matthew 22:34-46
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The Gospel passage marks the
conclusion of a series of debates
that reflect the continuing tension

between Jesus and the religious authori-
ties as they seek to denounce Jesus
during his final days in Jerusalem. Today’s
reading has two distinct parts—teachings
on which is the greatest commandment
(Mt. 22:34-40; cf Mk. 12:28-31; Lk. 10:25-
28); and on the nature of messiahship
(22:41-46; cf Mk. 12:35-37; Lk. 20:41-44).
          Previously, Jesus had effectively
silenced the Sadducees in an exchange
concerning resurrection (Mt. 22:23-33).
Now the Pharisees conspire to test Jesus
by asking, “Teacher, which commandment
in the law is the greatest?” (22:36). Accord-
ing to Jewish tradition, Torah contained a
total of 613 distinct commandments. Was
there a primary commandment in light of
which all the rest could be understood?

Jesus responds in verse 37 by
quoting Deuteronomy 6:5: “You shall
love the Lord your God with all your
heart, and with all your soul, and with all
your mind.” This is the first and greatest
of the commandments—love of God has
priority over everything else.

These words are part of the Shema
(Dt. 6:4-9), a prayer recited twice daily by
pious Jews as a central confession of
faith. Here, heart indicates intellect or
will, and soul refers to life or vitality. The
Old Testament version of this text uses
the word “might” instead of “mind,”
connoting full commitment to God with
everything one possesses.

Equally important is the command to
“love your neighbor as yourself” (v. 39).
Derived from Leviticus 19:18, in its
original context this law was to warn
against holding grudges or taking
vengeance against a neighbor.

Taken together, love of God and love
of neighbor summarize “all the law and
the prophets” (v. 40). These words reflect
an orthodox understanding of the Torah,
as Jesus proclaimed that he came to
fulfill, not abolish, the law and the
prophets (Mt. 5:17). Here love is not
about affection but unwavering commit-
ment to God and positive action toward
our neighbor. Thus love of neighbor is
grounded in and is a response to
wholehearted devotion to God.

Joining treatment of neighbors with
relationship to God is integral to faith,

since God’s love is worked out through
our dealings with others. This is further
articulated by the writer of 1 John:
“Those who do not love a brother or
sister whom they have seen, cannot love
God whom they have not seen” (1 Jn.
4:20). Faith and love toward our unseen
God is manifested in care and compas-
sion toward the neighbor we can see (cf
Lk. 10:29-37; Mt. 25:31-46).

When the Pharisees did not respond,
Jesus addressed a question to them:
“What do you think of the Messiah?
Whose son is he?” (v. 42a; Mk. 12:35-37;
Lk. 20:41-44). The Pharisees replied with
the general belief that the Messiah would
be a descendant of David (v. 42b).
However, Jesus responded that it is not
such a simple matter: Why did David call
the Messiah “Lord” instead of Son?

Jesus goes on to quote Psalm 110:1
as proof: “The Lord said to my Lord ... ”
(v. 44). These words were often used at
coronations, and it was traditionally
assumed that King David was the author.
Thus Jesus points out that the Messiah is
designated as David’s Lord, and one does
not address one’s heirs in this fashion.

The glories of David’s reign repre-
sented one stage of God’s revelation in
history. Unity under David enabled Israel to
overcome enemies and achieve military
strength; but this was not the ultimate goal
of God’s revelation. To think of the Messiah
as a new David was to look back to a past
that had been outgrown. David’s career and
character do not define messiahship. Instead
of endorsing an uncritical acceptance of the
Messiah as the one to restore the past
glories of David, Jesus calls for a deeper
understanding of God’s redeeming work.
The reign of the Messiah will not be a mere
military victory, but triumph over sin and
death through love.

In this final and climactic debate with
the Pharisees, Jesus once again silences
his adversaries and proves himself to be
the authoritative interpreter of Scripture:
“Nor from that day did anyone dare to
ask him any more questions” (v. 46).

Jesus’ law of love is manifested in
the Apostle Paul’s relationship with the
community at Thessalonica. In the
opening verses of today’s Epistle
reading, Paul commends the community
on whose behalf his work and suffering
have not been in vain. In their ministry,

Paul and his associates do not speak to
please mortals, but rather to serve God
without deceit, greed, or seeking praise.

Paul himself presents the truth
gently, “like a nurse tenderly caring for
her own children” (1 Thess. 2:7b). The

passage ends with a statement of Paul’s
affection for the Thessalonians, with
whom Paul shares not only the message
of the Gospel, but himself as well.

The reading from Deuteronomy marks
not only the final chapter of the Pentateuch,
but also the death of Moses and the
empowerment of his successor Joshua (cf
Num. 27). Moses had faithfully led Israel from
bondage in Egypt through the journey in the
wilderness. However, now that they were
finally on the threshold of entering the land
of promise, Moses would not be going with
them after the incident at Meribah. There,
Moses disobeyed the Lord by striking the
rock with his staff to bring forth water rather
than speaking to it (Num. 20:1-13).

Thus the Lord commanded Moses to
go up Mount Nebo, where he could see a
panoramic view of the land that God had
promised to the patriarchs and their
descendants (Deut. 34:4b). There, in
solitude, Moses died. He was 120 years
old; but because he died “at the Lord’s
command” (v. 5), he did not die of old age
or infirmity: “His sight was unimpaired
and his vigor had not abated” (v. 7).

The wording of the Tanakh translation
indicates that it was the Lord who buried
Moses (v. 6). The exact place of his burial
remained unknown, adding a further sense
of mystery to the story of the prophet.

When the period of mourning for
Moses had ended, Joshua became the
leader of Israel. Joshua was “full of the
spirit of wisdom, because Moses had laid
his hands on him” (v. 9). With this
transfer of power, Israel was ready to
leave their past in the desert and follow
Joshua as they moved into the future.

Verses 10-12 provide a fitting climax
to the legacy of Moses: “Never since has
there arisen a prophet in Israel like Moses,
whom the Lord knew face to face” (v. 10).
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Old Testament Track 2: Leviticus
19:1-2, 15-18; Psalm 1

“You shall be holy, for I the Lord
your God am holy” (Lev. 19:2). Holiness
describes the essential nature of God that
humans cannot attain. However, as
outlined in the Holiness Code of
Leviticus 17—26, God’s people become
holy through faithful observance of
God’s laws that are grounded in God’s
compassion and holiness. In this way,
the precepts of the law are transformed
into sacred acts.

The Ten Commandments form the
heart of God’s covenant with Israel, with
verses 15-18 giving more specific instruc-
tions on how these commands are to be
carried out. A holy community manifests
God’s rule in the world and is concerned
above all with compassion, justice, and
the care of all its members, especially the
most vulnerable. Israel was called to be
God’s holy people (Ex. 19:5-6; Dt. 7:6)
through showing love and respect for
others by living out the command: “You
shall love your neighbor as yourself: I am
the Lord” (v. 18; cf Mt. 22:34-40).

Thus Jesus’ response to the
Pharisees’ question about which of the
commandments is the greatest is firmly
rooted in Jewish law and tradition when
he calls for love of God and love of
neighbor (Mt. 22:34-40).

Psalm 1 offers images of two
opposing ways of living. There are those
who “delight in the law of the Lord” (v.
2), and are like “trees planted by streams
of water” (v. 3); they prosper in all that
they do. In contrast, the wicked, like
chaff blown away by the wind, will
perish. Thus to be God’s holy people is
to follow God’s laws.

• • •

See, Christ is the Son of David. How
is He also David’s Lord? Tell us, O
Apostle: “who being in the form of God,
thought it not robbery to be equal with
God.” Acknowledge David’s Lord. If thou
acknowledge David’s Lord, our Lord, the
Lord of heaven and earth, the Lord of the
Angels, equal with God, in the form of
God, how is He David’s Son? Mark what
follows.

The Apostle shows thee David’s
Lord by saying, “Who being in the form
of God, thought it not robbery to be equal
with God.” And how is He David’s Son?
“But He emptied Himself, taking the form
of a servant, being made in the likeness of
men; and being found in fashion as a man,
He humbled Himself, having become
obedient unto death, even the death of

the cross. Wherefore God also hath highly
exalted Him.” Christ “of the seed of
David,” the Son of David, rose again
because “He emptied Himself.”

How did He “empty Himself”? By
taking that which He was not, not by
losing that which He was. He “emptied
Himself,” He “humbled Himself.” Though
He was God, He appeared as man. He
was despised as He walked on earth, He
who made the heaven. He was despised
as though a mere man, as though of no
power. Yea, not despised only, but slain
moreover. He was that stone that lay on
the ground, the Jews stumbled against it,
and were shaken.

And what doth He Himself say?
“Whosoever shall fall on this stone shall
be shaken, but on whomsoever it shall
fall, it shall grind him to powder.” First,
He lay low, and they stumbled against
Him; He shall come from above, and He
will “grind” them that have been shaken
“to powder.”

Thus have ye heard that Christ is
both David’s Son, and David’s Lord:
David’s Lord always, David’s Son in time:
David’s Lord, born of the substance of
His Father, David’s Son, born of the Virgin
Mary, conceived by the Holy Ghost. Let
us hold fast both. The one of them will be
our eternal habitation, the other is our
deliverance from our present exile. For
unless our Lord Jesus Christ had vouch-
safed to become man, man had perished.

He was made that which He made,
that what He made might not perish. Very
Man, Very God; God and man whole
Christ. This is the Catholic faith. Whoso
denieth that Christ is God is a Photinian;
whoso denieth that Christ is man is a
Manichaean. Whoso confesseth that
Christ is God equal with the Father and
very man, that He truly suffered, truly
shed His blood (for the Truth would not
have set us free, if He had given a false
price for us); whoso confesseth both, is a
Catholic. He hath the country, he hath the
way. He hath the country, “In the begin-
ning was the Word”; He hath the country,
“Being in the form of God, He thought it
not robbery to be equal with God.” He
hath the way, “The Word was made
flesh”; He hath the way, “He emptied
Himself, taking the form of a servant.”

He is the home whither we are going,
He is the way whereby we go. Let us by
Him go unto Him, and we shall not go
astray.
—St Augustine, Sermon XLII.

• • •

An enormous conflict between
words and deeds is prevalent today:

everyone talks about freedom, democ-
racy, justice, human rights, about peace
and saving the world from nuclear
apocalypse; and at the same time,
everyone, more or less, consciously or
unconsciously, serves those values and
ideals only to the extent necessary to
serve himself and his “worldly” interests,
personal interests, group interests, power
interests, property interests, and state or
great-power interests. … So the power
structures apparently have no other
choice than to sink deeper into this
vicious maelstrom, and contemporary
people apparently have no other choice
than to wait around until the final
inhibition drops away. But who should
begin? Who should break this vicious
circle? Responsibility cannot be
preached but only borne, and the only
possible place to begin is with oneself.

—Vaclav Havel in Letters to Olga
(London: Faber & Faber, 1989).

• • •

It is when we love the most intensely
and most humanly that we can recognize
how tepid is our love for others. The
keenness and intensity of love brings
with it suffering, of course, but joy too
because it is a foretaste of heaven. When
you love people, you see all the good in
them, all the Christ in them. God sees
Christ, his son, in us. And so we should
see Christ in others.

  —Dorothy Day in The Reckless Way of
Love (Walden, N. Y.: Plough Publ., 2017).

• • •

Life is ultimately iconic, it is revela-
tory and participatory. Life is pregnant
with meaning because it is bursting with
the presence of God, whom we will
experience in the form of desire for
something More, Who is God.

—Curtis Almquist, SSJE.

• • •

“I see nobody on the road,” said
Alice.

“I only wish I had such eyes,” the
King remarked in a fretful tone. “To be able
to see Nobody! And at that distance too!”

—Lewis Carroll in Through the Looking
Glass.

• • •

Let all guests who arrive be received
like Christ, for He is going to say, “I came
as a guest and you received Me.” 

—Rule of Benedict, Chapter 53.
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Opening Hymn 379 “God is Love, let
heaven adore him”—Abbot’s Leigh.
Establish today’s overarching theme to
“love your neighbor as yourself,” as told
by Jesus in Matthew, with this grand and
glorious text and rich music. Note that
the Track 2 Old Testament Lesson from
Leviticus also includes both parts of the
great commandment: “you shall love
your neighbor as yourself: I am the
Lord.”

Gloria in Excelsis or Hymn of Praise
Continue with the setting chosen for the
fall or the month.

Sequence 605 “What does the Lord
require for praise and offering?”—
Sharpthorne. This lovely setting asks
what God requires, much as the Pharisees
did. Jesus’ response to “love the Lord
your God with all your heart,” the first half
of the great commandment, is the basis of
humility, the central theme of this hymn.

Offertory Hymn 593 “Lord, make us
servants of your peace”—Dickinson
College. Prepare for Eucharist with this
paraphrase of the famous prayer of St.
Francis—whose feast day was celebrated
earlier this month. The text harkens to the

Collect’s call for “faith, hope, and
charity,” plus, its gentle encouragement
that “Dying, we … are reborn through
death’s dark night” (s. 5) is a nice
reminder of Moses’ death in the Track 1
Old Testament Lesson.

Communion Hymns 602 “Jesu, Jesu”—
Chereponi.  431 “The stars declare his
glory”—Aldine. 609 “Where cross the
crowded ways of life”—Gardiner.

Closing Hymn 610 “Lord, whose love
through humble service”—Blaenhafren.
This rhythmic hymn praises Jesus who
exemplified love through service. To me,
the heavy dotted rhythms beautifully
paint the words “bore the weight” (s. 1);
“bids us bear” (s. 3); and “tireless
striving” (s. 3); and the first half of the
second stanza, which is about continuing
struggle. But many years ago I was
introduced to the tune Beech Spring
(sometimes spelled Beach Spring,
depending on the source), which
provides a more contemplative approach.
(It seems this tune, often with this text,
appears in hymnals belonging to many
other denominations, but sadly, not in
The Hymnal 1982!)

What has been left out of the
Psalm for today? I always ask
myself this when I see that

some verses have been omitted from any
of our lections. Many times, the cut
verses are bits that are hard for us to
hear—uncomfortable, sometimes
condemning of our human foibles. Rarely
are the cheerful, the consoling, the
complimentary bits extracted! I think that
might be saying something about our
willingness to face some of our sinful-
ness; perhaps that’s not what was in the
mind of those planning the lectionary,
but it makes me wonder.

So, what was left out of our Psalm
today? Verses 7-12 are all about God’s
anger over our “secret sins,” those
“iniquities”—I love that word—that
suddenly seem to be placed right in the
light of God’s countenance. The psalm-
ists remind their hearers that they
thought they could hide their sins from
God; but God does see, and sin is
punishable.

The Psalmist here goes on to say,
“For all our days pass away under your
wrath; our years come to an end like a
sigh” (v. 9). How did those words fall on
the hearts of the people singing this
song centuries ago? The image of our
years ending like a sigh hits me as being
rather peaceful; but thinking about life
passing away under God’s wrath is not—
“even then their span is only toil and
trouble” in verse 10—yes, indeed, let’s
leave these verses out!

On the other hand, has leaving them
out perhaps shown that we’ve grown
complacent? Look at what’s happening in
our world today. The seven cardinal sins
flourish across the globe. We see so
much destruction of both people and
creation that we might be tempted to
despair.

As we may despair over what we see
happening to our natural world, do we
consider how God must also despair at
the desecration of creation? “Who
considers the power of your anger?” the
Psalmist asks in verse 11. I wonder if we
have forgotten that ourselves—to our
peril. What does/will God’s anger look
like?

Fortunately, there is always forgive-
ness offered, reconciliation given by our
God. “Turn, O Lord … ” we beg. Do not
focus on our sinfulness, but have
compassion, show us your steadfast love,
we beg our God.

When we pick up the verses beyond
the ones cut out, we let God know that
we see our sinfulness, and we want to
abide in God’s compassionate sight.

It’s a Psalm that’s as pertinent today

as it was to those ancient Israelites.
Maybe we should just put those verses
back in today and sing the words that
acknowledge our sinfulness and beg for
God’s help, because one of the verses
left out is actually incredibly important to
us as we seek to follow God’s law: “So
teach us to count our days that we may
gain a wise heart” (v. 12).

Teach us, Lord!
—SM

• • •

Human beings may separate things
into as many piles as we wish—separating
spirit from flesh, sacred from secular,
church from world. But we should not be
surprised when God does not recognize
the distinctions we make between the two.
Earth is so thick with divine possibility
that it is a wonder we can walk anywhere
without cracking our shins on altars.

—Barbara Brown Taylor in An Altar in
the World (N. Y.: HarperOne, 2009).

• • •

Religions are really about the
community and the people connecting
behind the scenes. It’s about coming
together and sharing an experience,

whether it’s fasting together for
Ramadan, singing hymns together in
church or meditating together in a temple.
It’s about knowing what to do and where
to go in times of need or change.
Londoners can do this. We can figure
this out.

Meanwhile, until the unifying
London religion exists, I’m happy to
embrace all religion in this city. Last night
I celebrated Ramadan, for the Summer
Solstice I plan to take part in a pagan
celebration on Hampstead Heath, and on
Friday night I’ll be lighting Sabbath
candles with my children.

And a big shalom and salaam to you
all. Peace.

—Caroline Bourne, “One Religion Isn’t
Enough for This Girl” in Huffington Post

UK (6/23/2017).

• • •

The more you know and the better
you understand, the more severely will
you be judged, unless your life is also the
more holy. Do not be proud, therefore,
because of your learning or skill. Rather,
fear because of the talent given you.

—Thomas à Kempis in
The Imitation of Christ.
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I. The Word of the hour.
Michel DeVerteuil tells the story:
A few years ago, a radio station ran a

contest. Disc jockeys invited their
listeners to tune in their clock radios.
“Just for fun,” they said, “when you
wake up to the sound of FM-106, call and
tell us the first words you spoke when
you rolled out of bed. If you’re the third
caller, you’ll win $106.” 

It didn’t take long for the contest to
grow in enthusiasm. The first morning, a
buoyant disc jockey said, “Caller number
three, what did you say when you rolled
out of bed this morning?”

A groggy voice answered, “Do I
smell coffee burning?”

Another day, a sleepy clerical worker
muttered, “Oh, no, I’m late for work!”

Somebody else when asked recalled
that her first words were, “Honey, did I
put the dog out last night?” A muffled
curse in the background, and then a man
was heard to say, “No, you didn’t.”

It was a funny and sometimes
embarrassing contest and it drew a
considerable listening audience. 

One morning, however, the third
caller introduced something unusual. The
station phone rang. “Good morning, this
is FM-106. You’re on the air. What did
you say when you rolled out of bed this
morning?”

A voice with a Bronx accent replied,
“You want to know my first words in the
morning?” 

The bubbly D. J. responded, “Yes,
sir! Tell us what you said!” 

The voice responded, “Shema,
Israel ... Hear, O Israel, the Lord our God,
the Lord is one. And you shall love the
Lord your God with all your heart, and
with all your soul, and with all your
might.”

There was a moment of confused
silence. Then the radio announcer
quickly cut to a commercial. 

In our Gospel, when a lawyer
approached Jesus to put him to the test,
the question of the most important law
was posed. “Teacher, which command-
ment in the law is the greatest?”

For Jesus, there was no hesitation in
answering. As a Jew, Jesus/Yeshua would
have thought first of the unquestioned
cornerstone of Jewish life and thought.
Every morning and every evening, one
utterance would have passed through his
lips. It was this single line from the Shema
Yisrael: “Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our
God, the Lord alone.”

Every religious service he had
attended would have begun with it. The
Shema had been impressed on his
consciousness from his earliest days.

This is the “creed” that has been called
Judaism’s greatest contribution to the
religious thought of humankind.

“Hear, O Israel: The Lord is our
God, the Lord alone,” faithful Hebrew
worshipers extolled. And on its heels
followed the axial precept underlying all
ethics. Joining the two together, Jesus
declared to the questioner: “‘You shall
love the Lord your God with all your
heart, and with all your soul, and with all
your mind.’ … And a second is like it:
‘You shall love your neighbor as your-
self.’ On these two commandments hang
all the law and the prophets.”

A story is told about a businessman
who proudly announced to Mark Twain:
“Before I die, I want to make a pilgrimage
to the Holy Land. I will climb Mt. Sinai
and read aloud the Ten Commandments.”

Mr. Twain answered wryly: “I have a
better idea. You could stay at home in
Boston and keep them.”

II. What about the bad parts?
If we are going to make more of this

text than merely a measure of Jesus’
theological acumen and of his knowledge
of Torah, it is helpful to see it in the light
of a law/gospel subtext.

The Pharisees backed Jesus to the
wall by asking him to choose the greatest
commandment in the law. His answer was
surely the orthodox one—even though
we know that Jesus’ view of love
stretches far beyond acceptable orthodox
understanding.

Matthew tells us that while the
Pharisees were gathered with Jesus, he
decided he might as well ask them a
question! And so he asks, “What do you
think of the Messiah?”—the first and
foremost question underlying the whole
of the Gospel.

This question only appears to be an
academic point, another component of
their theological dispute. The affirmation
of Jesus’ identity determines who is and
who is not a disciple. And it is a question
that must be answered not only in
theological reflection, but in all the
choices and acts of our lives of
servanthood.

  A young man went to a rabbi and
said, “I know that we are commanded to
love God with all our heart, all our soul,
all our mind, and all our strength. But I
also know that my heart and soul and
mind and strength have bad parts in
them. So how can I love God?”

After a pause the rabbi replied, “It
seems you will just have to love God with
the bad parts too!” To quote St. John of
the Cross: “In the evening of life you
shall be judged on love.” 

Jane Lee Wolfe, in Spiritual Health
and Fitness for the 21st Century
(janeleewolfe.com, Woodstock, Vermont)
has rewritten the Prayer of St. Francis
that outlines what we have to give and
what God expects of us:

Modified Prayer of St. Francis
 Use as a monthly meditation,

reading one line a day for two days as if
God/Christ/Holy Spirit is saying this to
you. Begin again with the first day of
each month.

1. I am the instrument of your peace.
2. I will sow love where there is hatred.
3. I will pardon where there is injury.
4. I will bring union where there is

discord.
5. I will give faith where there is doubt.
6. I bring hope where there is despair.
7. I bring light where there is darkness.
8. I bring joy where there is sadness.
9. I will console you.
10. I understand you.
11. I love you.
12. I give myself to you.
13. I pardon you.
14. I will die for you.
15. I give you eternal life.

Richard Foster has written: “Each
activity of daily life in which we stretch
ourselves on behalf of others is a prayer
of action. … These times and many more
like them are lived prayer.”

III. God in our heart and soul and mind.
In the days of the circuit-riding

preachers a minister was out following
his route one afternoon when he came
upon a man out working in his field. 

“Fine day, isn’t it?” the minister
called out. 

“It’s fine for you,” the man replied.
“All you have to do is ride around on that
horse thinking about God all day long,
while I have to sweat here in this field and
then walk home afterward. I don’t think it
is fair that you should have things so
easy while I have to work so hard.”

“On the contrary,” the minister
answered, “thinking about God is one of
the most difficult things you can do. And
to prove it, I’ll give you this horse—if
you can think about God and nothing
else for one minute.” 

“You’re on,” said the man, and
immediately he sat down in silence.
Thirty seconds later he looked up at the
minister and asked, “Does that include
the saddle?” 


