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Sunday, September 27, 2020 
 

Every once in a while, as I’m preparing to preach on a passage of Scripture, something 
about it reminds me of an event or experience in my past which could be an appropriate 
contemporary example of what the passage is intended to convey.  Today’s Gospel Lesson 
is one of those passages.   
 
From the time I became a candidate for ordained ministry in 1992 until just a few years 
ago, I was heavily involved in youth ministry.  At my last two appointments, lasting a total 
of 15 years, in addition to being the pastor, I was the primary youth leader.  The story I’m 
about to tell you is from the first congregation to which I was appointed.  At that church, I 
was the associate pastor.  As is usually the case, the associate pastor is designated as the 
youth leader or youth pastor, although I had many other duties as well.   
 
My duties as youth leader included leading the youth group and confirmation class.  In 
those ministries I encountered two distinct types of youth.  In the first group were the 
kids who showed up nearly every Sunday for youth group, took part in the discussions, 
always seemed to know the answers I was looking for to the questions I asked, and 
appeared to be very interested in being followers of Jesus.  These same youth were the 
ones who were in worship and Sunday school every Sunday, sang in the youth choir, and 
were regarded favorably by the adults in the congregation. 
 
Then we had the other bunch.  They were seldom in worship or Sunday school because 
they thought church was boring and irrelevant.  At youth group meetings, if they even 
came, I could count on them to be disruptive.  They were in confirmation class only 
because their parents made them go.  They were constantly disrupting those classes to 
the point I nearly threw a few of them out.  I had my hands full with them. 
 
There’s much more to the story.  Getting back to the first group -the youth who were 
allegedly the models for everyone else were the ones who were obsessed with fashion, 
acquiring the latest technology, and making snarky comments about anyone who wasn’t 
as cool as they thought they were.  Of course, most of the adults in the congregation 
never saw this side of them. 
 
The other youth, the Wild Bunch, didn’t try to put up a front.  With them, what you saw 
was what you got - always. 
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Early in my first year as youth leader, I learned that the high point of every year was a ski 
trip to Massanutten; for which they had fundraisers throughout the school year.  This trip 
was very popular with the cool kids.  Even with the fundraisers, families of the youth who 
went still had to pay quite a bit for the trip.  When I asked why they went there, I received 
looks like I had a third eye in the center of my forehead.  They went there to ski, of 
course!  When I asked if they did this as part of a retreat or if there were any other 
spiritual aspects to the trip, I was told there weren’t.  When they showed no interest in 
modifying the trip to include some of those elements, I told them I would not be on the 
trip.  A group of parents who also liked to ski took them. 
 
I decided to change the focus of the group.  Instead of pointing to a ski trip every winter, 
we would spend part of every summer in mission.  Having led other youth to Tennessee 
for a program called Mountain TOP, I began the process of preparing to take this group to 
the Cumberland Mountains. 
 
Guess what happened?  There was a sea change in the group.  The cool kids declared they 
weren’t going.  They said they had family vacation plans (which hadn’t been made yet); 
they wanted to spend their summer hanging with their friends; and, when all was said and 
done, doing home repair and yard work for poor people in Tennessee held no appeal.  
Some of them, with prodding from their parents, would change their minds. 
 
With the Wild Bunch, it was no picnic at first.  A few of them, showed interest right away.  
These were kids who liked to do things; not sit around in a classroom hearing stories 
about people who lived a long time ago.  Some others weren’t so sure.  At first, they said 
they thought the whole idea sounded pretty lame.  I now believe they said that to see if 
anyone else was interested before saying that they were too.  
 
I especially remember one boy - Mike.  Mike was one of the oldest youth members of the 
mission team.  He had never had anything to do with any ministry involving youth before.  
He was only on the team because his mother made him show up.  When I first laid eyes 
on Mike, I formed a first impression that would be shattered in a few weeks.  Mike had 
shoulder-length hair and appeared to have a surly attitude.  I suspected he would quickly 
become the ringleader of the Wild Bunch. 
 
As I began the first of the pre-departure training sessions which Mountain TOP required, 
Mike sat at the table with his head resting on his folded arms.  The first thing I told the 
youth was about the clothes and equipment they would need to take.  When I mentioned 
that, while on the work sites, it was important to wear jeans, long sleeves and shoes that 
had closed toes, preferably something with a steel toe, Mike raised his head and, still with 
an attitude, asked why we needed all that stuff.  I explained that some of the work would 
be with power tools and other equipment in which there would be a risk of injury.   
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We were off to the races.  Mike then asked what kind of work we would be doing.  I told 
him we might build porches, handicapped access ramps, sheds, do roof repair, paint 
homes inside and out, and other projects.  He was hooked.  He couldn’t believe he’d have 
a chance to do something useful for someone, while on a church trip, no less. 
 
His next question was about the level of supervision.  Mike made it clear that he 
suspected this would be a trip where adults did most of the work and the youth stood 
around to hand tools to them, keep boards straight, and other menial tasks.  I told Mike 
that probably wouldn’t be the case; that many of the adults are as inept as I am.  I have 
trouble driving a nail straight.  When it comes to things mechanical, anything more 
complicated than Venetian blinds usually gives me fits.  When I told him that his work 
team would probably have only one adult and the youth would do nearly all the work, 
including serve as team leaders, he sat up straight, paid close attention, and was a full 
member of the team for the rest of the time.   
  
At the mention of being a team leader, another boy perked up.  This was Andrew.  
Andrew and his two sisters, Jennifer and Michelle, had been three of the four youth in my 
confirmation class whom I threatened to kick out because of their disruptive behavior.  
Suddenly Andrew was starting to develop a new perspective.  He wanted to know who 
could be the team leader for the projects.  I told him that each youth in a team gets to be 
the team leader for a day.  He was pumped!  He declared, “No one’s ever let me be in 
charge of anything.”  I told him he’d have his chance.  Andrew was now good to go.  Once 
Andrew was on board, his sisters were too. 
 
Several weeks later, we reached our base camp in Tennessee, where we were mixed in 
with teams from churches all over the Southeast.  It wasn’t long before Mike was in full 
swing.  He threw himself into every activity and became one of the most valuable 
participants in the entire camp.  Whether it was serving tables at meals, leading the 
singing of silly songs, leading and serving on the work sites - Mike was in the middle of it 
all. 
 
Andrew was a harder sell once we made it to camp.  Three years younger than Mike, 
Andrew was homesick the first three nights and spent part of every one of those evenings 
on the phone to his father back in Springfield, pleading with him to let him come home.   
 
Then, on Wednesday, it was like a switch was flipped.  Andrew was put in charge of his 
work team.  He took off!  Instead of moping around, he took charge.  His team members 
hardly recognized him.  When he got a little too bossy, one of them asked, “Who put you 
in charge?”, to which Andrew replied, “You did!” 
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Every evening we would have worship which was led by the college students who made 
up the camp staff.  Youth were encouraged to participate as they felt comfortable.  From 
Wednesday evening on, Andrew started to pay attention and participate a little more 
each day.  At a closing worship on Friday, in a group of about 40 youth and adults, Andrew 
offered the closing prayer for the group.  This is the same Andrew who had no use for 
prayer during confirmation class.   
 
After three nights of telling me he wanted to go home, on the night before we were to 
leave the camp to return home, Andrew asked me if we could stay another week.  When I 
asked him what had changed, he said something to the effect of, "This Jesus stuff is pretty 
cool!”  The worship and the opportunities to serve had reached Andrew in a way that I 
couldn’t.  I was glad to be able to put him in a place where someone and something else 
enabled him to hear, understand and live the gospel. 
 
The trips to Tennessee changed that youth group; even some of the cool kids who 
decided to go after the first group returned pumped up about the possibility of serving in 
their community.  They were even more interested in worship!  Time doesn’t allow me to 
go into more details.  Maybe you’ll hear more in other sermons. 
 
Jesus told a parable in our lesson for today that seemed to me like a parallel of my 
experience with the cool kids and the Wild Bunch.  Often called the Parable of the Two 
Sons, Jesus was calling out the religious leaders who thought they had cornered the 
market on God, so to speak. 
 
Let’s set the stage.  Our lesson for today likely takes place on what would be Tuesday of 
that first Holy Week.  On Sunday, Jesus had entered Jerusalem to acclaim by the crowds; 
probably much to the consternation of the religious leaders who may have perceived 
Jesus as a threat to their power.  They may believe he jeopardized the fragile peace that 
existed between the people and their Roman occupiers.  
 
After entering the city, Jesus and his disciples had probably spent the night of that first 
Palm Sunday on the Mount of Olives, across the Kidron Valley from Jerusalem.  On 
Monday, Jesus was in the Temple.  After observing what was going on there, he had 
overthrown the tables of the money changers and driven out the animals to be sold in 
order to be used in sacrifices.  This, coupled with Jesus’ triumphal entry the day before, 
could have made the religious leaders jealous of Jesus’ support and angry that he cut into 
their highly profitable business. 
 
By Tuesday, Jesus is back in the Temple courts teaching. The leaders decide to confront 
Jesus and bluntly demand that he tell them where he gets his authority.  This is where our 



 

 5 

lesson for today begins. The leaders effectively asked Jesus, “Who do you think you are?  
What gives you the right (or authority) to do what you did and say what you say?” 
 
As you heard, Jesus turns the table by asking them about the source of John the Baptist’s 
authority - was it from God or man?  If the leaders say from God, they will have to 
consider that. If John was appointed by God and John spoke of Jesus, the leaders will have 
to recognize Jesus and his authority.  If Jesus is who John said he is, Jesus had authority 
from God to do and say what he did.  The leaders don’t want to go there.  On the other 
hand, these guys are also shrewd politicians.  They can’t say that John had no divine 
authority; because the people believe John was a prophet.  Trapped, they tell Jesus they 
don’t know the answer to his question.  Since they don’t answer his question, Jesus 
doesn’t have to answer theirs.  He then tells them the parable. 
   
Jesus’ listeners would have known that the landowner in the parable could be likened to 
God.  The vineyard could be the world.  The religious leaders - the priests, scribes, 
Pharisees and Sadducees - would quickly figure out that Jesus’ story doesn’t put them in a 
good light. 
 
Most translation have Jesus tell the parable in this order:  The landowner asks one of his 
sons to work in the vineyard.  This son emphatically states that he won’t do that.  He later 
has a change of heart and works as his father requested.  Since he received a negative 
response from the first son, the vineyard owner asked his second son to work.  This one 
politely replied, “I will, sir,” but never showed.   
 
Like any good rabbi, Jesus asked the leaders, “Which one did the will of his father?”  That 
was a no-brainer.  It was also a loaded question.  The leaders are trapped.  They 
acknowledge that the first son, the one who refused but later worked as his father had 
asked, did the father’s will.  By answering in this manner, the leaders have exposed 
themselves and their hypocrisy. 
 
That’s when Jesus lowers the hammer.  He tells the religious leaders who were so intent 
on nailing him for claiming authority that they believed he didn’t have, that they’re the 
ones who are not doing God’s will.  John the Baptist came proclaiming a message of 
repentance.  The persons on the margins - persons like prostitutes and tax collectors, 
persons the religious leaders had nothing to do with because they lumped them all 
together as sinners - these are the people who would enter the kingdom of heaven long 
before the religious leaders.  God’s prophet and now the Promised Messiah or Savior had 
appeared announcing the coming of the kingdom and the “sinners” had responded and 
welcomed the good news.  The religious leaders had not. 
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Of course, Jesus’ blunt words to the religious leaders didn’t endear him to them.  That 
didn’t really matter.  By this time they had decided that Jesus was a threat to their power 
base and had to be eliminated. 
 
This parable should always be regarded as a challenge to those of us who are part of the 
“established Church;” however you want to define that.  We need to be careful that we 
don’t become so fixated on “doing” church that we cease to be the Church.  When we get 
so caught up in worship, Sunday school, Bible study, prayer groups, committee meetings 
and administration that we forget the people who are not among us, the many other 
people for whom Christ died who have never heard the gospel, then we’re starting to fall 
into the same rut as those religious leaders.   
 
I am currently very encouraged by the balance we seem to have struck during this 
pandemic between worship, spiritual growth and mission.  Our worship attendance has 
increased slightly since we have been apart.  Sunday school, prayer groups, Bible study 
and our new social justice book discussion groups are all well attended.  The other bright 
spot is the involvement of so many in the DUMC family in missions.  Most of these are 
collection ministries of some sort; but our level of participation continues to increase.  
With the LINK food ministry alone, we have seen at least ten of you involved in the mobile 
food pantry over the last couple months.  We have at least two persons who deliver 
groceries to families.  Most of the families have contributed groceries and gift cards now 
that our collection interval has gone from every other month to monthly.  There have 
been positive indicators in other mission areas as well.  
 
There are many things we cannot do as a result of this pandemic.  On the other hand, 
many of us have found that we can now take the time to listen and care for persons that 
we always seemed to be too busy for in the past.  We have begun to notice the persons 
who contribute to our well-being who had been taken for granted - postal workers, 
grocery clerks and those who stock the shelves, food service personnel, delivery drivers, 
technicians of all types, and so many more.  We have come to realize the importance of 
our health care workers and the service they provide around the clock.  Teachers and 
education support staff deserve our support and respect.  These are just a few examples. 
 
Like the youth I described earlier, some were intent on seeing and being seen, of going 
through the motions to “do church.”  The others, the ones who didn’t seem to fit the 
mold, were busy being the Church and doing the will of God.  My hope and prayer will be 
that we constantly challenge ourselves to seek and do God’s will rather than getting 
bogged down in routine.  Amen.    


