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Will you pray with me? 
	  
	 Gracious God — 
	 	 Give to us, here, a few moments of focus 
	 	 	 that we might be given some encouragement by this word, 
	 	 	 	 some clarity, some hope, 
	 	 but, most importantly, some challenge  
	 	 	 that our lives might be changed 
	 	 	 	 and we come to look more like your son in all we do. 
	 We pray these things in his name, amen. 

Do you remember this joke? 

There was a knock on the door of Moishe’s house. He opened the door, and their stood 
his very good friend Aaron. 

Aaron said, “I’ve got to talk to the Rabbi.” 

“Why do you got to talk to the Rabbi?” 

“Moishe, a terrible thing has happened… my son has become Christian.” 

“Ahhhh!” Moishe says, “Aaron, let me tell you a very funny thing. My son is a 
Christian.” 

The two of them rush down the street. They pass Levi. Levi says, “Moishe, Aaron, 
where you going?” 

“To talk to the Rabbi.” 

“What’s going on?” 

“Our two sons become Christians.” 

Levi says, “Come over into the doorway.” Levi peeks out and says, “Let me tell you a 
very funny thing… My son is a Christian.” 

The three of them rush down to the synagogue. They knock on the door. Out comes the 
Rabbi. He says, “Aaron, Moishe, Levi, why are you here? No worship. Go home. Don’t 
bother me.” 
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“Rabbi, we’ve got a confession about our families. Our three sons all become 
Christians.” 

“Good God. Into my office,” says the Rabbi and locks the door. The Rabbi goes behind 
the desk, buries his head in his hands. After a long pause, he looks up and says, “Let me 
tell you a very funny thing…… my son is a Christian.” 

“No!” says Aaron. 

“We are lost,” says Moishe. 

“What are we going to do?” says Levi. “Rabbi, you are our answer man. What are we 
going to do?” 

“You come with me,” says the Rabbi. They march through the synagogue up to the 
sanctuary. The Rabbi says, “Kneel. Shut up. I pray.” 

He prays, “Yahweh, God of Abraham, God of Isaac, God of Jacob, God of Israel, God of 
the prophets: what is going on? All of our juniors are going down the tube. Everyone of 
them is becoming a Christian. Yahweh, give us a word. Yahweh, speak a word to us.” 

Long silence… And finally, God says, “Let me tell you a very funny thing…” 

It’s funny, because we tend to think of Jesus as a Christian. But he wasn’t. He was a Jew. 

In fact, Jesus was a Jew operating within the context of the Jewish rabbinic tradition. His 
followers were not called Christians. They were called disciples, and he was their rabbi.  

And — not all that different than the wide river that makes up Christian belief today —
Jesus knew that there were competing ideas on what a good Jew was supposed to look 
like, was supposed to believe, was supposed to say, and what a good Jew was supposed 
to do… 

It’s the last week of his earthly life. The day before, he’d marched into the Temple and 
made a big ol’ scene. He turned over money changers tables and accused the religious 
authorities of turning God’s house into a “den of robbers.” Good Jews weren’t 
supposed to do that. 

And the very next morning, Jesus had the audacity to return to site of his crime and 
start a new Sunday school class without even getting permission from the pastor or the 
Christian Education Team. He just took up residence and started teaching. Good Jews 
weren’t supposed to do that either.  
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So, the Temple authorities, those in charge — the chief priests and the elders —interrupt 
his class, and they ask him point blank, “By what authority are you doing these things, 
and who gave you this authority?”  

“Who authorized your behavior? Who gave you permission to teach in Temple?” What 
they’re really asking is: “Just who do you think you are?” 

The question is actually an accusation, isn’t it? And it’s a trap.  

“The point of the question,” says New Testament Scholar, Brian Blount, “ is to make him 
confess that he doesn’t have any authority. At least not the right kind of authority.” 

Unless Jesus has forged himself a really good fake resume or got himself ordained by 
one of those questionable online churches, he has no authority. He has no college or 
seminary degree; no certifications. No one has voted Jesus into office or ordained him or 
laid hands on him or set him apart. And the way to get the crowds to see that he has no 
authority is to ask him to show them his credentials — because they know he doesn’t have 
any. And they know he doesn’t have any, because they are the ones who give out the 
credentials.  

And the chief priests and the elders also know that Jesus thinks that he speaks for God, and 
they just need to get him to say it… out loud. That is the real trap. “If we didn’t 
authorize you to say and do these things, Jesus, then who did? Say it, Jesus. Say what 
you believe. Say that God authorized you.”  

It’s a good trap, because Jesus can only answer in one of two ways: 

The first is to acknowledge that he has no human authorization — no diploma, no 
certificate of ordination — which would make him look foolish.  

And the second makes him look like nut job. “God authorized you? You think God told 
you to do this, but didn’t bother tell us.” 

In our day, you’re a nut if you say you speak for God. But, in Jesus’ day? In our day, 
people might mock you if you say you speak for God. But in Jesus’ day, they kill you. 

It’s called blasphemy — and they just need him to say it in public, so that they can 
employ the correct public response. Blasphemy, remember, is the very crime that Jesus 
will be crucified for later. He will be sentenced to death by Caiaphas for the crime of 
blasphemy (Matt. 26:65-66). It’s no joke. This trap is meant to be the death of him.  

So, that’s what’s at stake when they ask him, “by whose authority are you doing these 
things?” 
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And all I can think is that Jesus must have competed on the debate team in high school, 
because he not only sees right through their trap, but plays an Uno reverse card on 
them.  

He says, “I’ll answer your question, but only if you’ll answer mine first. You want to 
debate the source of authority, do you? Well, then answer this: John the Baptist — from 
where did his authority come? Was it from God or was it from man?”  

You see, the people loved John. The very crowds that they want to turn against Jesus — 
they loved that wild-eyed, camel-hair-wearing, locust-and-honey-eating prophet, and 
they flocked to the Jordan to repent and be baptized by him.  

But the religious leaders? Not so much. They mocked him and his crazy antics. So they 
can’t say that they believed God commissioned his ministry, because they ignored him. 
But they can’t say he was off his rocker either, because they feared how the crowd 
would react.  

They’re in a Catch-22, between a rock and hard place, caught in a pickle.  

They can’t answer without looking bad. If they don’t answer, the will look bad. And if 
they try to volley a question back at Jesus, they look bad. There was no way to come out 
looking good! How did Jesus do this? 

And if this hasn’t already gone poorly enough for the chief priests and the elders, Jesus 
piles on with a parable:  

“Ok. That one was tough,” he seems to say, “so let me toss you a softball. What do you 
think? A man had two sons. He went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work in the 
vineyard.’ The son answered, “I will not,’ but later he changed his mind and went.  

The father went to the second son and said the same thing. He answered, ‘I go, sir,’ but 
never went.  

Now, which of the two,” asked Jesus, “did the will of his father?” 

You know the answer. I know the answer. Every child in here knows the answer. They 
knew the answer.  

The answer is the first son — not because of what he said, but because of what he 
actually did.  

What we do, and not just what we say, is the actual measure of what we believe. We can 
say all the right things, think all the right things, believe all the right things — but if we 
don’t actually do them, then we’re like the second son.  

We might believe in doing good things, but are we actually doing them?  
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If we’re not careful, we can spend our lives in the batting cages and never play the 
game; studying the cookbook, but never preparing the meal; learning all the lines, but 
never raising the curtain.  

There is an incompleteness in professing faith in Jesus without living in the model of 
Jesus.  

Do you remember this story? I read it in a book written by the Catholic monk and 
thinker, Carlo Carretto. He says:  

“Here at [the monastery in western Algeria], during the winter nomads often arrive 
with their tents. They are the poorest of people. They no longer have any camels or 
goats to sell, no longer the strength to organize caravans… One day a French woman, 
who was making a retreat here, was walking beside one of these tents. She stopped to 
pass the time of day and, as she did so, realized that a young girl, thin as a rake, was 
trembling with cold. 

‘Why don’t you cover yourself up?’ she asked. 

‘Because I’ve nothing to cover myself with,’ replied the girl. 

The French woman, without going to the roots of the problem, went instead to pray.  

She entered the hermitage where the Blessed Sacrament was exposed. She prostrated 
herself on the floor in the sand before the presence of Jesus in the Holy Eucharist, and 
began to pray.  

Some time passed. She sought contact with the Eternal One. She tried to pray. 

‘I couldn’t go on.’ she told him afterwards. ‘I could not pray. I had to go out, back to the 
tent, and give that child one of my sweaters. And then, when I returned, I was able to 
pray.’”  

Carretto concludes by saying this: “It is impossible to pray to a personal God and 
remain indifferent to your suffering brother and sisters… Anyone who prays without 
suffering for the suffering is praying to pole, a shade, but not to the living God” (The God 
Who Comes, 178-179).  

The truth is, we can meet here every Sunday from now until Jesus comes back. I can 
start the service right at 10:30 on the dot (instead of my usual 10:32). We can have 
everything go exactly right — no missed notes, no mispronounced Bible names, no 
“trespasses” instead of debtors, no cell phones ringing in the middle of the sermon, no 
typos in the bulletin.  
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But if what we do in here is not affecting how we live out there, then Jesus’ parable isn’t 
just for the chief priests and the elders. It’s for us, too. 

Christen’s dad loves to tell the story about her when she was still very young — too 
young to be reading. As he tells it, he walked into her bedroom one evening to find her 
laying on her bed, holding her favorite picture book on her lap, reading it to herself. He 
immediately thought to himself, “She’s a genius! My daughter is a genius! She’s never 
attended a day of school in her life and she’s already reading… wow. Just, wow.” 

He says then he looked closer and he realized that his little genius was holding the book 
upside down. That’s when it dawned on him that she wasn’t reading at all. She had just 
had the book read to her so many times that she had it memorized. 

That’s what  it’s like to have all the right answers, but to never do them. It’s like 
knowing the words to a book, but not actually being able to read.  

It’s like knowing how to read sheet music, but never actually singing the song.  

And, God wants us to sing — because the song that God has written is one that has the 
power to change the world.  

More than people who can read the music, God needs people who are willing to sing.  

Amen. 
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