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Ezekiel 18:25-28; Philippians 2:1-11; Matthew 21:28-32; Psalm 25, Be mindful of Your mercy, Adonai.

If there’s a theme that runs through our readings this afternoon, it’s this – that God can – and will – turn things upside down in our lives. 

In our reading from the Book of Ezekiel, we hear God challenging a long-standing belief among the Israelites. At the time, there was a proverb among the people that was a guide for the Israelites’ sense of moral responsibility. And this proverb said: 

“The parents have eaten unripe grapes, 
and the children’s teeth are set on edge.”

In other words, the Israelites believed that moral responsibility is collective. It passes from generation to generation, as each generation bears the guilt of the actions of the one that went before it. The sins of fathers and mothers are visited upon their sons and daughters. 

But in some verses that precede our reading today, God had said  to the Israelites this was just not so. Through the prophet Ezekiel, God laid out a whole new way of being.
· If a father is good, he will live. 
· If the father’s son is evil, he will not live. 
· But if the evil son has a good son, that good son will bear no guilt for his father’s sins. 
· And should that evil son turn his act around and become good, he will live, too. 
· And should that good man turn his act around and become evil, he will die.   


In those 24 verses from Ezekiel that preceded our reading this afternoon, God turned the Israelites’ world upside down. Everyone is responsible for his or her own conduct, and everyone will be judged by that. Period. There are no pre-judgments, no law to follow except the law of love and forgiveness. To which – as we heard in our first reading – the Israelites responded with a loud cry of NO FAIR!!! We never did it that way before! 
But God insists that no matter how much the Israelites are locked into what they have always believed, God is God, and they are not.  It’s a repeat of what we heard in our reading from Isaiah last week when God said  My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are my ways your ways. A few verses on in Ezekiel, God says, Make yourselves a new heart and a new spirit. I take no pleasure in the punishmenrt or death of anyone. Why should you? In other words, maybe it’s time to think again about who you think God is, and how you think God ought to be. 
   
In his letter to the Philippians, Paul talks to a community that has formed around the person of Jesus. And to that worshiping community, Paul describes Jesus as the one who is in the image of God, the Jesus Christ who reigns supreme. But at the same time, Paul teaches that Jesus has emptied himself of that divinity and been born into the human condition. While Christ  is in the image of God, Jesus is also part of oppressed humankind. Jesus is a god who could suffer and die and share every aspect of humanity with us, including the humiliation of death on a cross. In other words – not unlike the Iisrtaelites – if the Philippians had any notions about a one-dimensional , predictable, messianic, royal Jesus, maybe it was time for them to think again about who they thought God was and how they thought God ought to be.


And in Matthew’s Gospel (and only in Matthew’s Gospel, by the way), Jesus also upsets a few applecarts. In the face of a Semitic culture that values parental respect above all else, Jesus sets before us two sons. One son respects his father’s wishes, and  one son disrespects them. In the face of his father’s request, one son is compliant, and one son is defiant. One son agrees to work in the field, and one son says I don’t think so. Obviously, it’s the second son who’s committed the greater sin by disrespecting his father’s wishes. 

   But wait! That same second son has a change of heart. And despite his initial disrespectful response, despite what he said, despite his sin in the eyes of his culture, we find Son #2 out in the fields, working just as his father requested. No matter what he said, no matter the initial sin of disrespect, he’s the good son. His actions speak louder than his words. And we’re told that along with tax collector and prostitutes, he’s the one who  will  be  in heaven before the chief priests and scribes. 
Shades of Ezekiel, shaded of Isaiah … I take no pleasure in the punishment or death of anyone … My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are my ways your ways my ways are not your ways. Once again, scripture tells us don’t be too sure you know what you think you know about God, because God will always turn things upside down on you. 


So what’s the message for us to take home from our readings today? Perhaps the readings are just meant to remind us of the sheer unknowability of the God Who Is All … the God Who Cannot Be Contained … the God whom we recognize today in the writings of Judy Cannato, Ilia Delio, Teilhard de Chardin, Ken Wilber and Matthew Fox … the God whom we may be calling  Christ Consciousness.   There’s an old book that I read back in the 80’s that was titled If You Meet the Buddha On the Road, Kill Him. The title was a little startling, but it was really just a rewording of the first chapter of the ancient Tao De Ch’ing that teaches, The Tao that can be named is not the eternal Tao. Whatever image we may cling to that makes God known and comfortable for us, that’s the Buddha we have met on the road … that’s the Tao we have mistakenly tried to name … and that’s what’s got to grow and change and evolve throughout our lives.. 

The Islarelites were mistaken in presuming to speak for God, and so too are we if we allow ourselves to think that we are anywhere close to knowing and understanding God in our lives. This doesn’t mean we toss all our religious beliefs out the window. It just means that our ideas about God can and should be open to change over time as they have been throughout the history of humanity’s seeking and becoming more and more conscious of God. Nearly 3,000 years ago the psalmist prayed for the grace to know God. We heard that prayer this afternoon:

Make me to know your ways, Adonai; teach me your paths.
Lead me in your truth and teach me, for you are my God.

We pray for this same grace today – to know God as God is evolving in our lives, and to  remember that – like so many of our ancestors in faith – we might need to lose some of our faith to find more of our God.
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