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It’s an old story, a parable really: On a dangerous seacoast, where shipwrecks often occurred, there 

was a crude little life-saving station.  The building was just a hut and there was only one boat.  But a few 

devoted people kept a constant watch over the sea from that station.  With no thought for their own safety, 

they would go out night and day, calm or storm, tirelessly searching for any who might be lost at sea 

following a wreck.  Many lives were saved by the volunteers from this small station.  Indeed, it became 

quite famous.  More and more people wanted to become associated with it and generously gave of their 

time and money.  New equipment was bought; new crews were trained. 

As the life-saving station grew, there were those who were increasingly dissatisfied with its rather 

shabby appearance.   

They felt that a more comfortable shelter should be provided for those who were saved from the 

sea.  And so they replaced the emergency cots with real beds, put in better furniture and enlarged the 

building.  Soon the life-saving station became a popular meeting place for its members.  They used it 

rather like a club that was decorated in a life-saving motif.  Fewer and fewer of them were interested in 

going out to sea on dangerous rescue missions, however, so they hired lifeboat crews to do the work.    

About this time a large ship was wrecked off the coast.  The hired crews brought in boatloads of 

cold, wet and half-drowned people.  Many were sick; many were dirty; many were people of color.  The 

beautiful new club was in chaos.  The property committee decided to build a shower house outside so that 

shipwreck victims could get cleaned up before coming inside.  But soon there was division in the club’s 

membership.  A majority wanted to stop the club’s lifesaving activities as being unpleasant and dangerous 

and a hindrance to the social life of the club.  But there were some who insisted that lifesaving continued to 

be their primary purpose.  But they were voted down and told that if they wanted to save the lives of all the 

various kinds of people who were shipwrecked along the coast, they could start their own station 

elsewhere.  Which is precisely what they did. 

But, as the years went by, the new station experienced the same changes that had occurred in the 

old.  So yet another lifesaving station was founded.  And so it went.  It is said that if you visit that seacoast 

today, you will find a number of exclusive, beautiful clubs along the coast, all decorated with the same 

lifesaving motif.  Shipwrecks remain frequent occurrences in those water, but now most victims simply 

drown.  We will return to this story.   

Charles Campbell, a preaching professor, shares this story: “A few years ago, while channel surfing, 

I paused and watched part of an interview with television psychologist and celebrity, Dr. Phil.  At one point 

the interviewer asked him, ‘If you could interview anyone in the world, past or present, who would it be?’  

Without hesitation Dr. Phil said, ‘Jesus Christ.  I would like to have a conversation with him about the 

meaning of life.’  

Says Campbell, “As soon as Dr. Phil spoke, I remember thinking, ‘Oh no you wouldn’t!  You would 

not want to sit down with Jesus, and ask him about the meaning of life.  You would be crazy to do that.  He 

would turn you upside down and inside out.  He would confound all your questions and probably end up 

telling you to sell everything you have, give the money to the poor and follow him.  No, Dr. Phil, you do not 

really want to interview Jesus.  It would not go well.’”  

He has a point.  Conversations with Jesus can be dangerous; asking questions of Jesus can be 

dangerous.  So often it seem, by the time you reach the end of the conversation, the comfortable world you 

used to know has radically changed!  Look what happens in our text for today.  The religious leaders, 

those with authority, the religious insiders, see an opportunity to trap Jesus with a question about the 

nature of his authority.  “By what authority do you do these things?”  It is important to note that the day 

before, he had rather dramatically driven the money changers out of the Temple.  He had no right to do 

that.  They believe that they are the ones with authority.  If Jesus claims God has given him authority, they 

can accuse him of blasphemy.  The trap is set.  But Jesus is hard to catch. 

He turns the tables on them, answers their question with a question of his own concerning John the 

Baptist and his authority.  Was John a prophet of God or was he an imposter?  And they do not know how 

to answer.  If they say John, who witnessed to Jesus as the Messiah, had divine authority, then essentially 

they are granting the same authority to Jesus.  If they say John was some kind of imposter, they risk the 

wrath of the people who still viewed John as a great prophet.  So they are silent, now finding themselves in 

the trap.  

But Jesus isn’t quite finished with them. (by now they must really be regretting that they ever asked 

him a question.)  He goes on to tell a parable of two sons.  When asked by their father to do some work, 

one says no, then changes his mind and does the work.  The other says yes, but then never does a darn 

thing.  And the religious leaders, never the sharpest tools in the shed, realize the parable is aimed right at 

them.  Oh they know all the right words, say all the right things, but when it comes to actually living out 



those words, they are much like the second son – all talk, no action.  They are members of a life-saving 

station that really looks great from the outside, but in fact saves no lives.  But Jesus still isn’t finished.  He 

then he sets off a verbal atomic bomb: “Truly I tell you the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into 

the kingdom of God ahead of you.”  Why would he say such a thing? 

A pastor shares this story: “No one would ever have nominated her for the “Mother of the Year” 

award.  She had a couple of children who she rather haphazardly raised with her mostly absent husband.  

The kids mainly raised themselves.  She was more active in the Country Club than the PTA.  She flitted 

back and forth from the tennis courts to home, usually arrived well after the children got home from school 

and long after they were out of control.  Really not a very responsible mother.  

“People invited her to church, saying that the children could benefit from Sunday School.  I had my 

doubts about that, but still I wished they would all come to church.  But mostly, she didn’t.  She said that 

Sundays were one of the few days when she and her husband had any time together and they liked to 

sleep in.    

Thus my surprise when, on a Thursday morning, I remember the very day, she showed up at my 

office and through tears told me of a dramatic encounter she had had with Christ.  Christ had appeared to 

her, spoken to her.  He had called her, ‘my daughter’ and had blessed her.  My daughter?  A woman whom 

Jesus had hardly ever seen worshiping among his people in Jesus’ house?  My daughter?  

“ ‘I will never be the same again,’ she said.  “Christ appeared to me, spoke to me, was as real to me 

as you are sitting across from me now.  I am going to live differently.  I see where I have been wrong.  I 

think I have gifts and those gifts need to be used for the Lord and his work.’ 

Says the pastor, “I sat there amazed, amazed at her story, amazed at the undeniable irrefutable 

reality of all that she was saying.  And I sat there annoyed, yes annoyed.  I have had some rather 

impressive spiritual experiences in my life, but nothing as impressive or dramatic as hers.  I have made 

some changes in my life, taken some sharp turns at the leading of God, but nothing so dramatic as hers.  

Why would Jesus gives so much of himself to a person like her?”  

Which is exactly what Jesus critics - the learned religious professionals, the Bible scholars, the 

church insiders – must have been thinking when he turned on them and said one of the most disarming, 

disconcerting and downright annoying things he ever said: ”I tell you that tax collectors and prostitutes are 

trooping into the Kingdom of God ahead of you!”  The religious leaders must have felt like they were in the 

house of mirrors at a carnival, where predictable shapes are distorted, everything is off balance, and one 

struggles to distinguish illusions and reality.  The despised ones, the forsaken ones, the ones no one ever 

sees or wants in church…. these are the ones chosen by, claimed by, Jesus.  Why?  

We are back to the life-saving stations that no longer save lives.  The keepers of the status quo, the 

insiders, the ones for whom faith becomes a kind of comfortable club, who never risk themselves for 

anything or anyone, are the ones who find themselves on the outside looking in.  And the unlikely ones, 

the ones who hear and respond the word, the ones who dare to follow, to dare to believe, who dare to 

allow their lives to be transformed by this Jew from Nazareth, who believe in and know they need God’s 

amazing grace, they are pronounced blessed.      

I’ll confess that as I prepared this sermon I squirmed just a bit.  When it comes to religion and 

church, I am the quintessential insider.  I’ve spent my life working for the Kingdom of God – studying, 

working, visiting, preaching, worrying about leaky toilets and Cal Trans right-of ways.  And I won’t even get 

into budgets.  And many of you are insiders – faithfully attending worship, supporting and working for the 

church and your Lord for years.  We know our way around church!  And yet, what are we told…a bunch of 

outsiders who have never been inside a seminary classroom, given a dime to the church or even stood at 

a communion table are going are going into the kingdom ahead of us?  What’s going on?    

Loren Eisley, anthropologist and a wonderful writer, taught for years at the University of 

Pennsylvania.  But in the middle of his teaching career, he suffered a serious setback.  He later reminisced 

that sometimes the kaleidoscope through which we peer at life shifts suddenly and everything is reordered.  

In his words, “Every now and then there comes an experience so shaking that the kaleidoscope never 

quite shifts back to where it was.  We must simply deny the experience or adjust our vision.”  What do you 

suppose Jesus would have us do?  Some words of Thoreau come to mind: “We need to witness our limits 

transgressed.”   

Perhaps Jesus’ rather startling words are not so much a judgment as they are a challenge, even an 

invitation, to adjust our vision – to move beyond our limits.  Don’t be like the religious leaders and scholars 

who hid behind their books and rituals and fine words.  Don’t hide behind walls of the church sanctuary.  

Dare to sail out in flimsy life-saving boats.  Be open to the Spirit who always seeks to open us to new ways 

for a new time.  Dare to be open to a new word and to the presence of a Messiah who confounds us and 

claims us at the same time, and who invites us to join all God’s children, even the least of these, in 

heaven’s carnival parade.  And know this… even in those moments when you find yourself on the margins 

of life, when the night is dark and you are far from home, times when you may feel excluded or 

marginalized by the judgments, condemnation, self-righteousness and conceit of others, remember the 

One who will go to whatever lengths necessary to find you and bring you home.  In this hard saying, there 

just might be good news for all of us.       


