Sermon for the 20th Sunday after Pentecost

Lectionary 26A—Proper 21A

September 28, 2008 

Texts:  Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32; Psalm 25:1-9; Philippians 2:1-13; Matthew 21:23-32 

Some of you may know that Ed and Sue Olney’s daughters

Have a store in New London called “Oh My Gosh”!

Which stocks all kinds of unusual decorating, jewelry and gift items.

I was in the store a few weeks ago,

Purchasing a gift for a neighbor,

When I saw something that caught my eye and my attention.

I didn’t buy the item at the time,

But I kept thinking about the message it contained,

And noodled around on its meaning for a couple of weeks.

The item was a package of bold pink and orange party napkins

With the message,

“Just say no to the sign up sheet.”

(SHOW NAPKINS)

Now there are a lot of ways that one could interpret these napkins.

They are in a sense a commentary

On the pace of our lives today

And the demands that are placed on each of us.

I can see a group of harried mothers,

Gathered for an evening get-together,

Rejoicing over the message on this napkin,

And the permission that it grants,

To refuse yet one more request for a carpool, a chaperon, or baked goods.

I think of my own sister,

With two high schoolers in different schools,

Who spends every spare waking moment

Serving on high school planning committees,

Acting as the treasurer of the cheer leading team,

And ferrying groups of students to games and practices. 

Being able to say no once in a while is a relief.

Yet, on the other hand,

As a prime generator of sign-up sheets,

Which are vital to the life and mission of the church,

I feel a kind of sadness

That our lives have become so hectic

And we have so many demands placed on us

That being able to say no becomes a rallying cry. 

I think of these party napkins,
As I look at the empty spaces on the sign up sheets in the narthex,

Feeling a sense of despair

That well intentioned activities here at church,

As well as opportunities for service that are important to our life as a community,
Have become yet one more pressure point

In the lives of over-burdened, stressed-out families.

I remember one time that I actually did say no to a request for help.

I was asked to supply home baked goodies for a bake sale at Michael’s high school.

It was a time when I was doing of a lot of international travel for work,

John’s mother was critically ill,

And Michael was in the middle of the hectic swim team season.  

I felt stretched beyond any reasonable bounds,

And thought no was a justifiable answer.

However, I felt so guilty for saying no,

That 24 hours later, I called the mother back

And told her, yes, somehow I would bake something.

Saying no and then reconsidering

Is something highlighted in this morning’s Gospel lesson.

Contained in our Gospel lesson
Is a parable about two sons

Who were asked by their father to work in the family vineyard.

Jesus told this parable to the seriously religious leaders

In the temple,

After they questioned his authority to teach and preach.  

In this parable, the one son,

For whatever reason,

Perhaps he was tired, 

Or perhaps he wanted to party with his friends

Told his father NO, I am not going to work in the vineyard today.

As this answer to his father was likely given in a public place,

This son caused the father public shame.
.

The other son,

Behaved as everyone hopes their son will behave.

This son showed respect,
And deferentially replied that he would go to the vineyard,

And do his father’s work.  

In a twist to the story,
Like me calling the mother back

And saying that Yes, I would make some baked goods,

The No son repents his judgment error

And actually goes to work in the vineyard. 

In contrast, the publically deferential son,

Who behaved in the socially appropriate way,
Actually slunk off, shirking his responsibility
And never showed up for work in the vineyard.

The seriously religious leaders are able

To correctly answer Jesus’ question

About which son did the will of the father--
The no-son who repented and worked in the vineyard

However, they were not able to recognize themselves

As “yes-sons,”
The ones who maintain a public image of being religious,

But are unable to recognize Jesus as one sent by God,

And who are unwilling to do God’s work,

Among all of the outcast people in the world.

These leaders were surprised and offended

At Jesus’ comment 

That the outcasts of society—the tax collectors and prostitutes,

Would go into the kingdom of heaven before them.
These leaders were unable to recognize 

That making a public impression

Or publically saying “yes” to God,

Without real intent behind it

Is an insufficient commitment to God.

Let’s come back to our own lives for minute.

There are lots of times that we are called

By God or by the church to serve in this world’s vineyard.

You may be called to serve a role within the church,

As leader, teacher, organizer or meal provider.

You may be called to work among the hungry, homeless, sick or grieving,
Within the broader community.  

Or you may be called to help with a new program at church,

Or to organize a fellowship activity designed to bring new people to church.  

When this call comes,

It may be one of those times

That you want to “just say no to the sign up sheet,”
Perhaps out of sheer exhaustion.

Or perhaps you may disagree with the effort or activity

But not want to publically take a stand.
You may feel that the activity

Which is being requested of you

Is not a good match for your gifts. 

When this call comes,

Praying about the request 
Is the first best step.

God may be trying to reveal a gift in you

That you were unaware that you had.

Or God may be trying to move you in a direction

Which initially feels uncomfortable.

In the letter to the Philippians,

Paul urges each person
To forget about themselves long enough to lend a helping hand.

Sometimes it is hard to think past our own stresses and problems

To find a way to help someone else. 

Sometimes it takes God working within us

To help us find the way.

However, if after praying about the sign-up sheet or appeal

You still feel uncomfortable about something that is requested of you,

A clearly articulated no,

Is better than a yes with no follow through.  

With a well thought out no, a dialogue can be started
Alternative plans can be made, or perhaps someone else can be found to do the work.
Publically saying yes,

Like the yes-son,

But failing to follow through,

Or privately muttering about the effort you agreed to,

Is destructive to the community

And leads to greater misunderstanding.  

Think how disappointed the father in the parable was
When he found out that the yes-son

Had not been honest with him

And had never intended to help in the family vineyard.

Think how disappointed someone,

Who is counting on you,

Is going to be,

If you fail to follow through on a commitment 

That you made publically.

That loss of trust will leave a mark 

On the community that is hard to erase. 

If we go back to the parable, now,

Looking at the two sons, 
Neither is without sin.

The no-son publically humiliated his father,
While the yes-son

Violated the trust of his father,

And may have compromised the vineyard’s harvest.

The no-son apparently felt sorry 

For what he had done to his father.

He allowed God to work within him,
Enabling repentance

And equipping him to do the work in the vineyard.
This original no-son did the will of the father,

And was recognized by God for his work. 

With the completed work in the vineyard,

The father would have been able to forget 

The son’s shameful initial no.

He would have rejoiced in the turn around of his son.

By contrast, the son who reneged on his promise

Left his father with an impression of being untrustworthy,

That will most likely be very difficult to change.

Many of our lives today are busier than ever.
Many of us feel that 

We can not put one more thing on our plates.

Just saying no to, or just ignoring, the sign-up sheet

Is a very appealing option.  

Sometimes it seems even simpler

To just say yes

And then conveniently forget both the yes,

And the commitment.

However, when we open ourselves to prayer about a call to do something,

God goes to work in us,

Enabling us in ways that may be beyond our comprehension.

Likewise, sometimes God continues to work on us,

Even after we say no,

Softening our hearts,

And helping us to find a way to do something that was requested of us. 

God, who is gracious and merciful
Sometimes takes our no’s and turns them to a greater good.

Sometimes out of a no,

Dialogue will arise,

Which leads to a better plan or solution.

However, a yes said unfaithfully,

Often leads to our shutting God out of our hearts.

We can become so busy protecting our public image

That we leave little room for God’s efforts to work in us. 

The Good News for us

Is that God sees potential and possibility in each of us

Even when we can’t see it ourselves. 

God who is faithful, merciful and filled with loving kindness.

Does not want to lose one of us,

To either a shameful no or an empty yes.

As Paul wrote, God is at work in you,

Enabling you both to will and to work for his good pleasure.

So when “just saying no to the sign up sheet” seems really appealing,

Step back and take a prayer break.

Give God space to work in your life,

You may be surprised at what God can do in you.   Amen
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