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It feels good to get a second chance.  When’s the last time you remember someone giving you a 
second chance or perhaps a time you were able to be gracious to someone else who needed a 
second chance?  Without second chances, where would any of us be?  Today’s passages are all 
about getting a second chance. 
 
Let’s take a look at Ezekiel.  Remember, the Israelites went through a time of wandering before 
entering the promised land.  There are intergenerational markers throughout their history.  And 
there are passages in scripture which refer to God’s promise of bringing retribution to multiple 
generations.  But these are not the only strands found in Hebrew scripture and Ezekiel’s passage 
is about the responsibility each generation has to God.  Rather than simply accepting fate and 
blaming it on the parents, each generation has the opportunity to serve God righteously. 
 
The proverb about eating sour grapes was probably used by the exiles to exonerate themselves 
of responsibility for their situation: they are not in exile through any fault of their own but are 
suffering for the sins of their ancestors.  The argument in chapter 18 of Ezekiel forces them to 
acknowledge their own responsibility. They want to see themselves as innocents suffering for 
parents' sins. If that perception gives them the freedom to remain victims of others' actions, it 
also makes them helpless to move into new ways of life.  Even though they avoid it, God's offer 
to live still stands. The chapter closes with the remarkably sweeping statement in God's own 
voice: I do not take pleasure in the death of anyone. What an incredible statement.  Having read 
about Jonah just last week, we recall God waning the Ninevites to live. "Should I not have pity on 
Nineveh?"  God does not desire the death of Babylonians or Assyrians, innocent or wicked.  God 
invites us all to turn and live.  Why reject such an offer? 
 
Humankind often looks at life as something that has to add up.  The scales have to be balanced.  
As we read in Ezekiel: Therefore I will judge you according to your ways.  The distinction is drawn 
between the justice of God and the justice of humankind.  What we sometimes fail to 
acknowledge is that God places a hand on the scales, balancing them entirely in our favor.  As 
the parable of the prodigal son says: all that I have is yours.  If God operated as we do, all would 
be lost.  Thank God that our Creator is merciful and kind.   
 
This is a lesson the religious leaders of Jesus’ time struggle to learn.  The scene for our gospel 
passage today is the temple in Jerusalem.  We are in the main place: the Vatican if you will.  And 
Jesus is preaching.  He is not a Levite.  Those who challenge Jesus have a legitimate question in 
their tradition.  An equivalent might be asking someone teaching in an Episcopal church if they 
had gone to seminary.  He also isn’t using standard teaching methods: the Law of Moses, the 
prophets, the Exodus story, not even the patriarchs like Abraham and Jacob.  Instead, the 
question is about baptism and John the Baptist. In many ways, Jesus is breaking with longstanding 
tradition.  The encounter shows that a reliance on that tradition instead of remembering the 
source it was created to point to – God, has sadly and ironically moved them away from Yahweh.  
Jesus wants to bring them back.  But this requires turning; it requires repentance.   
 
In Jesus’ culture, the tax collectors and prostitutes were considered sinners in such a way that 
was almost like a curse put upon them by God; they were pariah because they could never enter 



Proper 21 Year A 2020 

into God’s grace.  While the religious leaders of course had always been in God’s grace and 
believed nothing could change that.  Jesus blows up this class structure with the parable.  He uses 
it to speak in a way that all could understand but that the religious authorities would particularly 
understand.  The two sons tradition begins with Cain and Abel, includes Jacob and Esau, Joseph 
and his brothers, Aaron and Moses, and David and his brothers.  Jesus is not asking his adversaries 
to comment on random, fictitious brothers, but to locate themselves within Israel’s foundational 
and continuing stories.  The parable is ultimately about actions vs. words.  As such, Jesus reveals 
their true nature because they did not submit themselves to the baptism of John whereas Jesus 
did.  The religious leaders may have danced around the issue but Jesus has gone straight at it 
revealing who they really are through a parable about them. 
 
No religious tradition worth anything neglects the virtue of humility.  Indeed the whole notion of 
humility and grace is that we have received everything because God first loved us.  The role of 
religion is to help us stay focused on this reality throughout a life that can have many ups and 
downs and which can oftentimes be confusing or challenging.  But when we rely on our religion 
instead of our Creator, we have gone too far.  Fortunately, all good religions also have an 
emergency exit: a path to repentance.  Since we are all mortal, there needs to be a way to return 
to God when we have gone astray – when we have chosen a wrong path.  Unlike his challengers, 
Jesus reminds his audience in the temple that true religion gives us all a second chance. 
 
For Christians, we find this in baptism.  Baptism has been a way for people to repent and live into 
a new way of being in God’s Kingdom.  This renewal had been such a part of baptism from the 
beginning that many, Like Emperor Constantine, did not get baptized until their death bed 
because they knew it would be impossible for them to avoid living a sinful life.  Even though most 
Episcopalians experience infant baptism we have many opportunities in our faith practice to 
recall the way of life we have accepted in baptism.  The season of Lent, Ash Wednesday, the 
Easter Vigil, and every time we baptize a new Christian. Each Sunday we confess together and 
receive the pronouncement of our forgiveness.  For Christians, the notion of receiving a second 
chance through God’s grace is foundational to our belief system. 
 
We might pause today and appreciate the times in our lives when we have received a second 
chance.  We might also wonder about how often we have been like those in our gospel who did 
not think they needed God’s saving grace, or a second chance.  When have we been the sinner, 
and when have we looked down on another, thinking they were beyond grace?  When have we 
appreciated being shown grace and when have we forgotten to be graceful toward others?  
Receiving the grace of God brings us to a place of humility and appreciation.  It brings us to a 
place where we can repent and live more fully into God’s love. 
 
The grace of God creates hope when there is despair, courage when there is fear, new life when 
all seems lost.   The second chance we find in God’s grace can even turn a slave trader into an 
honorable man whose words inspire people for generations to come: Amazing grace how sweet 
the sound that saved a wretch like me; I once was lost but now I'm found was blind, but now I 
see. When we’ve been there ten thousand years, bright shining as the sun, we’ll have no less 
days to sing God’s praise then when we’d first begun.  Grace is amazing. 


