9-28-08 Sermon
20th Sunday of Pentecost

Ezekiel 18:1-4, 25-32

Matthew 21:23-32

Dear friends in Christ, grace and peace. Amen.

A father once tried to talk to his son about how college was going: The father said, "How are things going?" The son said, "Good." 
The father said, "And the dormitory?" He said, "Good." 
The father said, "How are your studies going?" He said, "Good." 
The father said, "Have you decided on a major yet?" He said, "Yes." "Well, what is it?" asked the father. The son said, "Communication."

I think Jesus understood this kind of communication when he told the parable we heard today.

What do you think? A man had two sons - notice the question that Jesus uses as he begins to tell the parable.
.
It is an intentional question and it draws us further into a conversation that was already happening.

It is a question that seeks a response. 
It is a question that invites a response.

We are much more inclined to engage someone in conversation when they are interested in what we think rather than telling us what to think.

This is in effect one of the main questions we have been asking the young people who are confirmed today concerning faith in Jesus Christ. It starts when they are 3 years old and enter Sunday school and they begin to learn about and experience God and the church. 
Through out their years here the men and women and the staff of this congregation teach and share and care and nurture – we are interested and seek a response to the question – what do you think about this Jesus and are you ready to make your way into the vineyard?
“What do you think? 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. 
Then Jesus asks another question and he gets specific. Jesus has a sneaky way of doing that – he draws us into a general conversation, asks what we think and then says – which of the two sons does the will of the father?
And the answer is obvious and uncomfortable.

It is not the son who says yes but rather the son who says no and after he says no he changes his mind and goes into the vineyard.
What’s interesting for me is that today – we as a church - celebrate with and publically invite 29 young men and women to say yes to the invitation to go into the vineyard. They will be asked a series of questions and they will say yes to each question.
Do you renounce the devil and all the forces that defy God?
Yes.
Do you renounce the powers of this world that rebel against God?
Yes.
Do you renounce the ways of sin that draw you from God?
Yes.
Do you turn to Christ as your Lord and Savior?
Yes.
Which of the two sons did the will of the father?
How would you answer the question in your own life?

Let me tell you a story. A couple of weeks ago I was asked by a member of this congregation to visit a sick friend who was not a member of Augustana.  He was in the hospital.

He was dying of cancer and the end of his life was near. 

It is fertile ground for a conversation about God and faith.

This person had said yes many years ago but spent much of his life like the second son in the parable. The yes was really a no.
But pending death brings a different perspective – a new clarity – a change of mind – as he struggled to hold back tears he admitted he had wandered far from God but now his yes was both urgent and heartfelt. I was able to assure this man that God never stops pursuing us or welcoming us or telling us to go into the vineyard; where the grapes are always ripe and the table is set for a feast.

He changed his mind and went into the vineyard.

He changed his mind because there was a relationship with God.
He changed his mind because at one point in time he had said yes.

He changed his mind because he heard the voice of God saying go, go into the vineyard – everything will be alright.

Many of our confirmands will change their minds; much like you and me.
They say yes today but they will not go into the vineyard.

They will also say no as they travel down life’s road. More than once they will say no - but something will happen. 
God will break into their lives. 
God will break into their lives and it will happen in moments of joy and excitement and it will also happen in times of suffering and despair as a result of poor choices, illness and death. 
And each time God breaks in – the invitation and the command is always the same – go into the vineyard – and they will change their minds and go.
This pattern will repeat itself in each of their lives until eventually, the yes will stay yes and they will no longer even consider not going into the vineyard. 

They will no longer think twice about it. They will change their minds - just like the tax collectors and the prostitutes that Jesus speaks about in the parable – and they will go into the vineyard.
Because what they don’t know yet – but what we know – we parents and grandparents and adults know – is that there will be many challenges ahead – difficult choices – bad decisions – broken hearts and broken promises. We know what life can bring.
And these young people will discover and come to understand what we have discovered and what we understand; that we can always change our minds.
They will also discover and come to understand that God always asks and invites out of love – notice the relationship in the parable.

A Father and two sons; 
– a parent and two children 
– the father asks out of love 

- the father invites out of love

And because of that love, the child changes his mind and he goes, he goes into the vineyard – a place of hope – a place of grace.

A place where the richness of God is given to all.

In Jesus name and for his sake. Amen
