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Ezekiel 18:25-28; Philippians 2:1-11; Matthew 21:28-32; Psalm 25

At the time when the Book of Ezekiel was being written – about 600 years before Christ – an evolution was happening in religious thinking. Back then, there was a proverb that was popular in religious thinking, so that people would often say, The parents have eaten unripe grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge. So it was common belief that whatever the parents did, God would punish their children for it. We’ve obviously evolved way beyond that belief today. We would never blame a child for the actions of his or her parents. But that wasn’t so in Ezekiel’s day. And that’s where we come in on today’s first reading. 
In that reading, Ezekiel has begun preaching about taking personal responsibility for one’s own actions. .Remember, up to this point people have believed that their God would deliver swift punishment on wrongdoers, and not only on them, but on generations of their children as well. In other words, they believed in a very unforgiving, God. So when Ezekiel began to preach that God only holds us accountable for our own actions, the people responded with the words we heard in our reading today -- Our God’s way is not fair! But God, speaking through the prophet Ezekiel, says Wait a minute here!  Am I the  one who’s unfair, or is it you?  Am I the one who holds a grudge, or is it you? From where I sit, says God, if good people become bad people, they will be punished. But if bad people turn themselves around, they will be forgiven. It’s all about what you do, period.    
So we begin to see, around 2600 years ago, the continuing development of consciousness in human beings, as they began to realize that their ideas about God were as much projections of themselves as they were true understandings of the Divine.  Living in a tribal community, the Israelites were the ones who demanded a kind of tit-for-tat justice to keep that tribal society functioning. But that was not God’s justice. What was slowly coming into their consciousness, through the words of the prophet Ezekiel, was that God’s justice and compassion is in relationship with each of us; God loves and forgives each of us for who we are, and how we live in the world. At the time of Ezekiel, this was quite a dawning revelation for folks.  
So we move 600 years forward, and we encounter Jesus in Matthew’s Gospel, acting very much like Ezekiel the prophet, once again pulling people forward  into a growing consciousness about who God really is, and how God really acts in our world. In Matthew’s Gospel (and only in Matthew’s Gospel, by the way), Jesus tells a story about two sons who have been asked by their father to go out and work in the vineyard. One son is verbally compliant, one is verbally defiant. One son says he will do the right thing, then he doesn’t do it. The other son says “NO!” then thinks about it, and does what’s been requested of him. Now keep in mind that in the cultural context of Jesus’ day, the son who said NO! would actually have been considered the worst offender, because it was verbal defiance of a father that was considered a greater sin than behavioral disobedience. 
So when Jesus asked those listening to the parable Which of the two did what was wanted?, in other words, Who did the right thing? The chief priests and the elders actually were pretty sharp in saying The second one.  They gave an answer that indicated that they understood that it’s behavior that counts more than words. As we might say today, actions speak louder than words. The people listening to Jesus’ story of the two sons  were actually evolving beyond a cultural norm that valued absolute respect for the father above all else. And yet Jesus took them even a little further.


He pointed out to them that what they understood with their heads they were not putting into effect with their hearts. They understood the parable of the two sons more than they were able to putting it into practice in their lives. In their actions, they were still holding onto the strictest interpretation of the Law. So that when a prophet like John – or Jesus, for that matter – came along with new insights about the merciful and compassionate nature of God, they couldn’t hear it – any more than the Israelites in Ezekiel’s day could.  Broken people, marginalized people, tax collectors and prostitutes could accept the merciful nature of a God who loves and forgives each according to their deeds, and not their knowledge of the Law. But not the learned chief priests and elders of the temple.

So what’s the take-away in all this? Well, I think there are two things we might hear in our readings today. The most obvious is that it’s what we do in life that’s far more important than what we know. It’s how we live our lives day-to-day that makes a difference in our relationship with God, and not just how much theology or philosophy or psychology or anthropology  or whatever-else-it-is we know.

The second take-away is that our human understanding of God continues to  evolve over time. Scholarly dating of the Hebrew scriptures tells us that the very first writings probably appeared some 1600 years before Christ; and that was well after the first glimmers of human consciousness. Our whole universe has evolved  over time; so why would our ideas about God not have evolved as well? And as our universe continues to evolve, so too does our understanding of God. We therefore do well not to get stuck in doctrine or dogma or anything else that prevents the movement of God’s Spirit in us. We do well to be more open to the evolution of God in our consciousness  than were Ezekiel’s Israelites or the chief priests and elders in Jesus’ time. 

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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