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Matthew 21:23-32

Joining the Believers
Knowing what has just happened helps in understanding this text.  Jesus has been moving toward Jerusalem and had arrived only the day before.  On the outskirts of the capital city, at a place called the Mount of Olives, Jesus sent two disciples into the city with instructions to untie a donkey and a colt, and bring them to him.  If someone objects, they were to say, “The Lord needs them.”  For Matthew this fulfills an ancient prophecy and announces something huge has begun.  
The disciples throw cloaks on the donkey and Jesus mounts.  As he rides into the royal city, very large crowds spread their cloaks on the road, and others cut branches from the trees and spread them on the road.  People in front of Jesus and behind him shout, “Hosanna to the Son of David!”  
Hosanna means “save us.”  The common people, the ordinary folk, the men and women of no means, shout, “Save us, Son of David.”  Jerusalem’s elite did not welcome him.

The city is tense and people everywhere ask, “Who is this?”   The rolling crowd answers, “This is the prophet Jesus from Nazareth in Galilee.”   
Where do you think Jesus is going?  They don’t know, nobody knows, but he does.  He knows exactly where he is going.  He goes straight to the temple, the center of the city and the heart of Jewish life and culture and he goes in.  There he finds people buying and selling animals for sacrificial slaughter.  Money changers are exchanging common currency for the special currency required for temple offerings and making a tidy sum in the exchange.  Other people have cages of doves they sell one-at-a-time to the poorest who can’t afford the larger animals for their sacrificial offering.  It is an economy built on guilt and the supposed need to appease an angry God. Jesus quotes scripture and then disrupts the whole economy by turning over the tables piled with coins, driving out the animals destined for sacrifice and overturning the seats of those who sold doves.

Some people think he lost his temper here.  They sometimes use this passage to justify their own exhibitions of “righteous anger.”  I don’t see it that way.  I think he planned this.  I don’t think he was angry at all in the sense of “losing it.”  He was in full control of himself and had a reason for everything he did.  I think he was making an announcement.  He was proclaiming that this business of buying God’s favor through the shedding of blood is over, done, kaput.  This is political theater and much, much more.  With his entry into Jerusalem he has begun a series of actions that will expose this whole sordid system and this starts it.  

With the temple cleared, he stays and shows how he is the new temple and that he, as the new temple, has nothing to do with the shedding of blood, nor the exclusion of the imperfect.  No! He, as the new temple, receives the blind and the lame and he cures them.  Those who cannot see are given sight and those who are broken are mended.  This is opposite of the temple regimen where only perfect animals, without spot or blemish, can be presented to God for slaughter.   In the new temple, built on Christ, the imperfect present themselves for healing and restoration. This is political theater, second act, and much more.  It points toward a new understand of God as non-violent, full of compassion and radically inclusive.
The temple authorities approach Jesus with amazement at what he had done.  By this time, children in the temple have begun shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David”.  Children are shouting in the temple!  Do you think they are supposed to shout in this most holy of places?  The temple officials become angry.  This is the first time in this whole section where any form of the word “anger” has been used and it is not Jesus who is angry, it is the religious elite.  
Jesus responds to their singing by saying, “Out of the mouths of infants and nursing babies you have prepared praise for yourself,” quoting scripture and he leaves for the suburbs where he spends the night.

In the morning he returns to the temple and the authorities are waiting for him.  “By what authority are you dong these things, and who gave you this authority?” they ask.  They are the ones who have authority and this outsider has defied it.  They demand an explanation.  Jesus replies with absolute equanimity, “I will also ask you a question; if you tell me the answer, then I will also tell you by what authority I do these things.  Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of human origin?”  
The question stumps them and they enter into heated discussion.  If they say they believe John the Baptist’s authority came from God, Jesus will ask them why they didn’t follow him.  If they say his authority didn’t come from God, the crowds may riot.  Either way they are exposed.  It is all political and they are in charge of keeping the lid on, but the pot is boiling.  They say, “We do not know” and Jesus says, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I am doing these things.”
Now Jesus asks the temple leaders a question and he uses a story as part of it.  “What do you think about this story?” He asks.  

A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go and work in the vineyard today.’  He answered, ‘I will not’; but later he changed his mind and went.  The father went to the second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I go, sir’; but he did not go.  Which of the two did the will of his father?”
It is one of those multiply choice questions you can’t fail.  They answer, “The first.”  Jesus follows with the punch line, the springing trap, the point of the story.  “Jesus said to them, “Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you.”  
We come to the crux of the matter.  The temple separated people out and divided them between the included and excluded, those God loved most from those God didn’t love at all, according to the system.  It was a system built on exclusion and to be included you had to meet strict criteria and spill blood on the altar.  In this system the vast majority of the world’s people did not qualify.  The leaders of the temple were the administrators of this system and they had set it up so that they would be its beneficiaries in both this world and the next.  
To these leaders Jesus says, “The tax collectors and prostitutes are going into the kingdom of God ahead of you.”  The tax collectors and prostitutes were the despised people, the people at the bottom of everyone’s list, and Jesus says they are in line ahead of the temple administrators.  Apparently everyone’s in line but the surprise comes in the ordering.  The order somehow seems to have gotten turned upside down and the prostitutes are in front of the religious professionals.  How can this be?  
These tax collectors and prostitutes had said ‘no’ to God early in their lives but then they changed their minds and followed him.  They believed John the Baptist and decided to change.  They dared think they could yet be included.  Maybe that’s what Jesus meant when he has the father send his two sons to the vineyard.  Maybe the vineyard is the place where we all work at inclusion.  Maybe that is work the father wants us all to do.  We are to include and allow ourselves to be included. And it is hard work for which there is little precedent in our world.  How do you structure a community of radical inclusivity, a community whose identity does not subtly depend on somebody being rejected, cast out or destroyed?  
This is the new community Jesus is in the process of establishing.  It’s absolute commitment to inclusion makes it unique.  Establishing it will cost Jesus his life but he chooses to go through it anyway.  He shows us how to include, and allows himself to become the one cast out.  And then from the cross he proclaims God’s forgiven on all who participate in this unavoidable casting-out process. 
To the keepers of the system of exclusion Jesus says, “You said ‘yes’ I will go into the vineyard and work, but then you built your lives and institutions around exclusion and so you never got to the vineyard.”  The vineyard is the place where the character of God bears fruit and you were to pick it and share it with the whole world, but you didn’t.  Instead you developed a system of laws and exclusion.

Today several people are being baptized and two are joining this church.  Both baptism and membership are acts of joining with believers who, like the tax collectors and prostitutes, are coming to know there is no exclusion in God’s community.  All have been included by God’s grace, God’s unmerited favor; God’s action in overturning the system of exclusion.  The overturning of the tables in the temple points toward the overturning of the system of exclusion.  In baptism and membership we allow ourselves to be included in a radically inclusive kingdom that is unique by virtue of its capacity to include all and exclude none. The only ones excluded are those who exclude themselves.  
Sadly, Christendom has often become an exclusion club.  But to the extent it has, it is not following Jesus.  When it excludes, it excludes Jesus and separates itself from his vitality.   In baptism we choose to believe Jesus heads up a community where people who have no hope of acceptance on their own, discover it.   It’s a place where those who know they don’t have a chance, know it doesn’t matter.  By virtue of being God’s children we are included.  For that reason we baptize babies as well as children and adults.  We are all children included because that’s what God does and we see it in Jesus.
Those baptized and joining this church cast their lot with believers who have let go of exclusion and begun to explore a radically inclusive way. This way is in the process of changing us.   It is the way of Jesus and we could not walk it without his help.  We thank God for each of you and join you on your journey.  Amen.
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