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Matthew 21:23-32
“Who died and made you king?”

I love texting. It is a fast and easy way to communicate with someone. I know, you could say why don’t you just call someone instead. Well, I don’t like to talk on the phone all that much. I think this comes from a childhood trauma. You see, my mother used to like talking on the phone. And, inevitably, when she would be talking to one of our relatives, she would say, “Ya, hold on it minute, Greg is here and wants to talk to you.” And then she would cover the receiver with her hand and giving the phone to me whisper, “It is your aunt Gert. (nodding her head affirmatively) Go ahead and say a few words.” All the while, I am shaking my head no and exhibiting the international sign for no-----cutting your throat with your hand.  But…..too late! What was I to do? So, I talked. “Oh, hi aunt Gert! Yes, I am fine. And how are you? How’s the lumbago? Is African Violets still your favorite perfume?”
So, I love texting. It is hip, brief, and to the point. And in addition, it is the fastest way to communicate with someone who owns a smartphone. Phone calls? As I said, they have died out with aunt Gert. Email? How 90s! Who has time to check emails? Most of them are spam and infected with viruses anyway. Ahhhhh, but texting! Texting is the bomb. It is the Mac Daddy, bumping fists, roamin’ with the homies. It is steampunk, dog! And…..it is the only way to be in touch with teenagers.

Why resist texting? Is it only because it is change? I know that change is hard. As an example, my dishwasher is broken. I called Sears Repair Service. Someone in India answered. Her name was Jennifer. Really! I couldn’t understand her. I asked to speak to the Maytag repair man since the commercial said he was never busy. She replied that he had long since died as did his service. 
Ahhh, change. You see, even though I am hip, speak Spanish, a bit of Italian (yo, Tone, got any sorpessata?) and have had my picture taken with Fergie----boom, boom, pow----not all change is that easy to take or even for the better. So, let’s throw a bone this morning to the chief priests and elders of Jewish temple who just witnessed Jesus kicking over the tables of the loan sharks and dove merchants and calling them a bunch of thieves. And then, to make matters worse, he healed the blind and crippled in the Temple and scolded the priests for not understanding and living out God’s will. Talk about change! We, here at St. Andrew and St. Charles wouldn’t put up with that. 
Ahhh, change. Check this out. I, one of our church’s own priests, asked the bishop if we could switch our cardboard Eucharistic wafers and port wine crushed by the feet of aging Anglican nuns in Santa Barbara to slim, tasty Godiva chocolate wafers and margaritas, and he looked at me like people look at Frank McCourt. What was I crazy! Jesus didn’t use chocolate and tequila. Well, Jesus didn’t wear any underpants either. So, what’s the point? Well, the point is change! And probably even more importantly------who gets to dictate the change? By whose authority do those who dictate the change think they can dictate change? 
When I was a boy, we had an expression for someone who thought they had the authority to do something. We used to say, “Oh, yeah, well, who died and made you king?” And that is kind of what the chief priests and elders of the Temple are asking Jesus this morning. Who died and made you king, Jesus? And……he never answers. Instead, he makes reference to a parable about two sons----one who when asked by their dad to go out and work in the family business says no, but then goes; and the other who says, “Sure, Dad, no problem,” but then never goes. The point being the Jews at the time were no longer doing God’s will. They were the son who said yes but didn’t go. God now wanted everyone to follow Jesus. The only ones following Jesus at the time were the outcasts, losers and dregs of society. This is why Jesus says that the crooks and whores will be ahead of the bishops, priests, imams, rabbis and monks when it comes to getting into heaven. It is all about change! But what change are you willing to put up with? And who is to say which change is implemented? And which is not? 

As you all know, our bishops consider themselves progressive. Progressive means they are forward thinking, open to new ideas and change especially when it benefits those left out by those who are in the in. Okay, cool is rule. Jesus is down with that so I am, too. Well, a year ago, at our church, there was a meeting of the diocese to discuss this very issue of change. Bishop Glasspool and Bishop Bruno were present as were some of the other diocesan leaders. Those of us who attended were encouraged by the diocese to come up with ideas as to how the diocese could improve----basically change. The bishops and diocesan leaders promised to be there only to listen and not comment so as to allow free, uninhibited thinking. 

So, we broke into small groups to discuss it. Then, we rejoined as one big group and reported back. When my group leader read off that it had been suggested the bishops give up confirming candidates in favor of allowing the local clergy to do it, Bishop Bruno stopped the proceeding and said, “Who made that suggestion?” There was a pause. Crickets. I meekly raised my hand. When asked why I suggested this, I said that we see a bishop every 18 months. That is a long time to wait for confirmation especially of young people. In addition, confirmation isn’t a real sacrament. Baptism is entry into the Christian community, and priests are allowed to perform this very important function. And since confirmation is only confirming that which has already been done by a priest, we aren’t doing anything new like ordaining anyone. Thus, based upon a proper understanding of the theology of baptism, there is no reason why sacerdotes locales can’t confirm. Plus, we are far more likely to have more confirmations since people could then choose, like baptismal dates, when it fits into their and the local church’s schedule.
I thought that I made a good case. Bishop Bruno disagreed. His response was actually astounding. He said, “But that would go against the canons of the church. And we can’t just do willy-nilly what we want with Church canons.” What!!!! I support women’s ordinations. I support the ordination of gays and same sex unions. But not all that long ago the canons allowed for only men to be ordained, and there is still no official rite for marrying two persons of the same gender. And I am trampling willy-nilly on canon law! And further deponent saith not.
Change isn’t supposed to be about personal agenda. It is supposed to be about God’s agenda. And here is where it gets mighty sticky. Because whose understanding of God’s agenda do we follow? Jesus is saying that the Torah and Talmud are to give way to him. He is now the voice of God. 700 hundred years later a fellow by the name of Mohammed comes along and says both you Jews and Christians are people of the book, but I am the true and final prophet and Allah is the name of God. And then in the 1800s an upstart American named Joseph Smith perks up his head from underneath his magical hat and says no, I am God’s latest prophet and there are a whole new set of latter day saints. By whose authority do any of these people speak? What are the rules by which we are all playing with here? They certainly aren’t the rules of those in power. Jesus proved that. As a matter of fact, the divorced middle aged balding guy wearing a polyester white shirt with a fly away collar, a pack of half smoked Marlboros in his chest pocket, who drives a Chevy Yukon with a Bush/Cheney 2004 bumper sticker still on it that gets 10 miles to the gallon and who is right now on Sunday morning sitting in his Sears lazy boy recliner with already three empty bottles of Bud next to him and nine more in the frig to go watching football and ogling the Dallas Cowboy cheer leaders, HE (according to Jesus this morning) will be ahead of Presiding Bishop Katherine Schori, Rabbi Mark Diamond, Imam Salim Ghazaly, Pope Benedict, Archbishop Hovnan Derderian and the Dalai Lama when it comes to the Kingdom of God. Now, how does that set with you? Then, maybe have a little sympathy for the chief priests and elders when Jesus tells them that unless they are hip and text, then forget about heaven. Ahhh, darn that change! Now, you are going from preachin’ to meddlin’.

I want us all to be aware that we are all pretty conservative when it comes to the things we cherish and hold dear. There were those who sang “We Are The World” and yet who, in turn, block public access to the beaches in Malibu because they don’t want “the world” too close to their private property. 
Thus, in the spirit of radical change instituted by Jesus this morning, I am starting a new group called the Newtonians named after a 17century activist movement in England which called for a unification of science and liberal Christian thought. My group will be for freethinkers who aren’t afraid of their own sacred cows. And here are some of my more radical that is----“Jesus-to-the-chief-priests-and-elders”-----thoughts.

As a diocese, we don’t need to be opening up new mission stations. We need to be more mobile in our evangelism. We need to be putting clergy in businesses. Take, for instance, the US Bank Tower downtown. Pay a clergyperson to be the priest to all the businesses in that building. Tell the businesses that----FOR FREE-----a priest will visit workers, eat lunch with them, and be there for them in times of trouble and need. This will cut down on absenteeism and save businesses from hiring HR people. The emphasis of this ministry will be pastoral. We certainly have chaplains in hospitals and universities. Why not businesses? That’s where the people are 40 plus hours a week. The “Field of Dreams” model (build it and they will come) is dead. We, now, have to go to the people. And where are the most people during the day at one time? In businesses in our downtown centers.
Similarly, we ought to rent store fronts at malls. We could offer Sunday services and weekday services, but more importantly a priest could wander around talking to shoppers and workers alike. It is the presence in the town square, which used to be the hallmark of our faith, that matters. These are both far cheaper options than buying property in Newhall and building a new church.

Also, we need to stop trying to bring in the 30 and 40 something year olds. For the large part, they are gone. For some reason, we baby boomers failed in passing on our faith tradition to our children. Thus, I think we need to go after the baby boomer generation itself. As I mentioned in a recent Fisherking, there are 100 million baby boomers who are financially at their peak; they have no children at home; they don’t have mortgage payments; and they are healthier and more alert than ever before in history. Someone who retires at 65 easily nowadays will make 85. That is 20 more years! Why are we ignoring this huge group? 
In addition, as baby boomers age and grow closer to death, they are far more open to hearing about things spiritual and the meaning of life than when they were younger. If I were king………I would cut loose the whole emergent church movement and forget trying to cajole recent Spanish speaking immigrants into believing that the Episcopal Church is Roman Catholic lite. I would put our money into evangelizing the baby boomers. Why not have an Episcopal chaplain on every cruise ship? Perhaps there should be Episcopal chaplains at every Lexus and Mercedes dealer in town! And, rather than calling up or personally visiting many of our OWN younger folks who never darken our doors, I bet if we stood outside Sprouts or Whole Foods and handed out information about our church, that we would have more success. 
Okay, enough with the diocese. Here is something just for us. I am a grandparent, and I know many of you are also. As I just mentioned, who knows why our children don’t come to church. Let’s leave them be. Instead, let’s focus on our grandchildren. I know that many of you take care of grandchildren a lot! I mean, sometimes 3 or 4 days a week all day as your children work full-time. I suggest, then, that you take on one more day….or at least part of a day. And that day is Sunday. Make a serious effort to bring your grandchildren to church.
First of all, young children love church. They love doughnuts! They love attention! They love to hear an echo in church from their own voices. Secondly, their parents (our children) would love the opportunity to sleep in on Sunday morning and have some quiet time to themselves. Thirdly, you get to spend more time with your grandchildren. So, have your grandkids sleep over on Saturday nights which you would love and they would, too. Or at least, make the commitment to pick them up on Sunday morning and bring them to church and Sunday school. I really can’t see why any of you wouldn’t do this. 

Besides, there is a far more serious reason for doing this. Just this past week I read in the newspaper where schools are trying to fight the wave of childhood obesity. School officials understand that eating is a matter of environment. The less kids are exposed to chips, sodas and transfatty foods, and the more the only options are healthy foods the more likely they will be thinner and healthier. And even if a child reaches high school and for the first time tastes a McDonald’s French Fry and goes crazy, we all know that someday they will return to the more healthy choice of their childhood. Well, the exact same scenario applies to church.
I will guarantee if your child has no exposure to church as a child then they will NEVER be involved in church. And the idea that we will allow a child to choose their faith when they get old enough is a red herring. Who here takes that same approach when it comes to school? Why not wait until your child is old enough to choose for themselves if they want to go to school or not? Really! 

Whether it is unjust or unfair or not, I don’t care. The burden of childcare seems to be falling upon many of us, grandparents. Well, so does the religious education of our grandchildren. Bring your grandchildren to church. And don’t worry if they like it. What child likes spinach? There has been a study (unlike what happened to me where vegetables were put on my plate and “you better eat all your carrots young man or no TV or dessert) that if you put a vegetable like spinach on a child’s plate and don’t say anything that after 20 times---having  become accustomed to seeing it on their plate---they will actually try it. Again, the same applies to church. How can any of us deny access to God especially to our own flesh and blood? Are we really going to deny them the meaning of life? What would you think of a parent whose child when they reached 18 years old and was handed something and they responded, “Wow, what is this?” And you responded, “Why it is a banana!” “Wow, I have never seen one of these before.” What would you think?

If church is part of a child’s regular routine, at least when they fall away in early adulthood, they are aware that, like Tom Bodett, God is still here-----and is leaving a light on. 
I have said a lot this morning. “Yes, we know, Greg…….and exactly by whose authority are you saying these outrageous things? Exactly who died and made you king?” My answer to that is Christ. It is He who died for me……and for you. And he is telling us this morning that we are neither of the two sons, but that we are both of them. We are both die hard conservatives as well as freethinking Newtonians. The trick is how to balance the two. Perhaps if the chief priests and elders at the time of Jesus had taken this approach then today we would all be some form of messianic Jews.
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