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       Matthew 21:23-32


Did any of you see the movie, “Batman Begins” this summer?  I went, as you might imagine, because my 9-year-olds wanted to go.  When I got to the theater and realized that the movie was PG-13, I was sure I would regret the decision to take not only Paul and Isaac, but Rosa.  As it turned out, it’s my kids who now regret bringing me because I’ve brought up the movie as a topic for discussion at the dinner table, in the car, while hiking, and just about any other occasion I can find.  After seeing the movie, I seriously thought about going back to other showings so that I could stand up in the theater during the closing credits and announce, “Ladies and Gentlemen, I’m an ordained minister and I would like to invite you to join me in the coffee shop downstairs to discuss some of the profound moral questions raised by this movie….” 


Don’t worry—I’ll resist the temptation to preach a four-part series on the movie.  But allow me to describe one part of the movie that I found both profound and very disturbing.  As some of you may know, Batman is really a man named Bruce Wayne who witnessed his parents’ murder at a young age.  As an adult, he develops a plan to avenge their death by killing the man responsible for the crime.  He is confronted early in the movie by a woman who he knew and loved as a child who works to bring criminals to justice as a prosecutor.  She’s repulsed by Bruce’s vigilantism, and confronts him about it.  Isn’t he just repeating the behavior of the person who killed his parents?  When Bruce starts to argue with her, she looks him in the eye and says, “Deep down you may still be that same great kid you used to be. But it's not who you are underneath, it's what you do that defines you.”

That phrase has stuck with me, not because it immediately rang true, but because it really bothered me.  How does it strike you?  It is something you find easy to agree with?  How does it jive with your theology?  Does it fit with your understanding of God?  Can you imagine God saying to you, “It’s not who you are on the inside that matters.  It’s what you do that defines you.”


Well, that notion really makes me squirm.  I come out of a branch of Christianity that has made a big point of saying that you cannot earn God’s grace through your actions.  We are not saved by our own righteousness, the Protestant Reformers charged 500 years ago.  We are saved by the grace of God, and we receive that grace not because it is owed to us, but as an unearned gift.  Or, as it was communicated to me at a very early age, “Jesus loves me, this I know, for the Bible tells me so.”  That love is given as a free gift, even to the tiniest baby who hasn’t even learned how to hold her head up yet.  She loved not for what she has accomplished or performed, but because of what she is, a precious gift from God.


So, the lesson of Batman Begins doesn’t really fit with the lessons of Christianity, right?  Well, then there’s this parable.  The point Jesus makes in this parable sounds an awful lot like “It’s not who you are on the inside that matters.  It’s what you do that defines you.”  Jesus is arguing with the Pharisees in this section of Matthew, and he addresses this parable to them.  Many of the parables of Jesus seem to open up a discussion—they are somewhat cryptic in their meaning, and they seem to invite us to mull them over.  But this parable seems to end the discussion with the Pharisees.  It’s not cryptic at all—there is really only one answer to the question Jesus asks at the end of his story.  Which son did the will of his father—the one who said yes but did nothing, or the one who said no and then went and did the job?  Well obviously the second son is the one who did what he was asked.  Jesus seems to be saying, when it comes to doing the will of God, “It’s not who you are underneath.  It’s what you do that defines you.”


This is a tough parable—but we know in our hearts that it’s true.  We know, after all, what love looks like.  If we have a child, for example, and we tell that child that we love him, but when he falls, we don’t pick him up and when he cries, we don’t hold him, then our loving words are clearly lies.  Disconnected from loving actions, loving words mean nothing.


We know this from our public lives as well.  There were many people, after all, who intended to help in New Orleans.  There were plenty of plans—people had thought this scenario through.  But in the end, all of those intentions to help mean nothing—it is only the actions, only the acts of helping that saved anyone.  All those good intentions may have done more harm than good, in the end.


That’s the way our world is, and, hard as it is to admit, that’s how our relationship with God works as well.  Think of the Prodigal Son.  He was embraced by his Father not at the point when he conceives the intention to return home, but at the point when he has actually gotten up out of the pig sty and made the long journey back.  Then his Father meets him with open arms.  It’s in the moment—when intention leads to action—that we can be received and held.  The intention isn’t irrelevant, but the intention becomes a lie if it isn’t followed by action.


This is such a hard parable for me!  This parable indicates that so much of what I value doesn’t matter to God.  I hate it that my intentions don’t matter!  I want credit for every single good thing I have ever thought of doing!  I care a lot about the world, after all, and I care about things I can’t really do anything about.  Sometimes I find myself saying, “Okay, I’m not going to be able to fix that problem.  But at least I care!”  And it doesn’t seem to matter to God.


But there is such good news in this story.  There is so much grace in this story.  Because what this story says is that we just have to show up.  We can get so caught up in making our plans, getting everything straight, figuring out the right way to approach the problem, that sometimes we think that’s what matters.  But this parable suggests that we step into the flow of God’s grace and God’s will for our lives as soon as we just show up.  By choosing to be present.  All the other work we engage in may not be that necessary—but we do need to choose to show up, to be present.  There’s so much work to be done, perhaps we don’t need to show up everywhere.  Perhaps we just need to show up to our own call.  To choose to be present where we have been called is to do the will of the Father.


Where are you going to show up this week?  Where are you going to choose to be present?  What would it mean for you to show up for your spouse this week?  What would it mean to show up to Columbia?  What would it mean to show up for your neighbor, your child, for New Orleans, for poverty, for Africa?  What would it mean for each of us to turn our good intentions into a resolve to be present—to show up?


If we keep showing up to each other, perhaps together we’ll discern the answer to these questions, and our response to Jesus’ provocative story.  Thanks be to God.
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