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Matthew 21:23-32 
 

23 When he entered the temple, the chief priests and the elders of the 
people came to him as he was teaching and said, “By what authority are 
you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” 24 Jesus said to 
them, “I will also ask you one question; if you tell me the answer, then I will 
also tell you by what authority I do these things. 25 Did the baptism of John 
come from heaven, or was it of human origin?” And they argued with one 
another, “If we say, ‘From heaven,’ he will say to us, ‘Why, then, did you 
not believe him?’ 26 But if we say, ‘Of human origin,’ we are afraid of the 
crowd, for all regard John as a prophet.” 27 So they answered Jesus, “We 
do not know.” And he said to them, “Neither will I tell you by what authority I 
am doing these things. 

28 “What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, 
‘Son, go and work in the vineyard today.’ 29 He answered, ‘I will not,’ but 
later he changed his mind and went. 30 The father[e] went to the second and 
said the same, and he answered, ‘I go, sir,’ but he did not go. 31 Which of 
the two did the will of his father?” They said, “The first.” Jesus said to them, 
“Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the 
kingdom of God ahead of you. 32 For John came to you in the way of 
righteousness, and you did not believe him, but the tax collectors and the 
prostitutes believed him, and even after you saw it you did not change your 
minds and believe him. 

– 
 
Jesus defied expectations.  Flipped the script as well as the tables.  
Centered the marginalized, invited in the outsider.  Called the least likely 
person worthy and reminded us all that God’s eye is on the sparrow, the 
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tiniest little bird. Jesus made the most looked down upon person the hero, 
and told us that the most unlikely was to be our role model.   
 
In this morning’s word, told straight to the folks at the center (chief priests 
and elders who collaborated with Rome)1 Jesus lifted up the outcast.  
“Truly I tell you, the tax collectors and the prostitutes are going into the 
kingdom of God ahead of you.” 
 
Whut?  
 
The King James says the harlots, the harlots are getting into heaven first?  
Huh? 
 
Well, Jesus wanted folks to know that it was the despised ones in the story 
who had been able to see a vision of the kindom of God.  They’d heard 
John’s call to repentance, maybe they’d also heard Jesus’ message about 
a transformed world, and these ones made a decision to act a different 
way. They were changed.  Healed. Repaired. Jesus saw them, Jesus saw 
the beauty of their change. 
 
Flowery and flattering language - and ‘yes, Dad, I’m on my way into the 
fields, right this minute’ - don’t matter.  Showing up in the field matters. 
Changed lives and actions that are in keeping with the kindom of God 
matter more than flowery language and fancy positions.  Actions speak 
louder, as the saying goes.  And these folks, the tax collectors and the 
prostitutes, whose lives, when we’re feeling particularly judgmental, whose 
lives we might call broken, these folks, who were outcast, they changed 
and they entered the kindom. You might say they were repaired. And they 
sure were beautiful. 
 
Repair, mending, putting things back together - it’s beautiful.   
 

 
1 Allen and Williamson, Preaching the Gospels Without Blaming the Jews, page — 
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A while back the Communion set I was given by my home church at my 
ordination broke. The base of the chalice barely touched the counter, and a 
chunk broke. Because of its sentimental value, I set out to repair the broken 
chalice. I managed to do so with fancy glue, but the repair is obvious. So 
recently I embraced the scar, and painted it with gold paint.  This is my 
amateur version of the Japanese art form, Kintsugi.   
 
Kintsugi - kin for golden, tsugi for repair - happens this way, traditionally: A 
broken piece of pottery is carefully re-assembled with glue made from sap. 
The cracks are not hidden. In fact they are highlighted with gold, the sap is 
brushed with gold poweder. And quite often, a piece of pottery repaired 
through Kintsugi is more valued and precious than the original. There is 
something about repair that is beautiful in this artform: “Kintsugi teaches us 
that in life we can turn adversity into something that is beautiful and 
resilient.”2  
 
Gretchen Crowder invites us to imagine God as an artist, practicing 
Kintsugi - with us as the cracked vessel. “...God rubs a thumb over each 
crack and takes time to examine each chip. Then, God stirs up a cup of 
gold adhesive and carefully repairs you. Finally, God places you in the 
sunlight and watches as every chip and crack that has made you who you 
are sparkles and shines.”3 
 
Mending and repair are ways to create beauty. 
 
I’m thinking about the repair of God’s beautiful creation in this season. 
Creation is good and beautiful. The red leaves of the sugar maple in fall, 
the stunning blue of a clear morning sky, the wonder of birdsong, even the 
awe and wonder of lightning and wind - Creation is good and beautiful  
And, there’s also hurt and brokenness in Creation. Pollution and the 
devastation of climate change, and we could go on.  But, with dedication 

 
2 Michelle Graff-Radford, “The Japanese art form of kintsugi: embracing the imperfections of life” 
https://connect.mayoclinic.org/blog/living-with-mild-cognitive-impairment-mci/newsfeed-post/the-japanese-art-form-of-kintsugi-
embracing-the-imperfections-of-life/ 
3 https://www.ignatianspirituality.com/kintsugi-and-the-divine-potter/ 
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and hopefulness and determination and political will and tenacity we can, 
we can still, repair at least some of what is broken.  And that leads me to 
ask, what if we do pour ourselves in to the healing of Creation? What would 
a repaired world look like?  Is it possible that the mending and repairing of 
creation are ways to create beauty? 
 
Is there something even more beautiful about the one who receives grace?  
Is there something even more beautiful about the chalice that is repaired?  
Is there something even more beautiful about the tree still standing, despite 
the burl in its trunk? Is there something even more beautiful about the thing 
that has survived and bears the scar?   
 
And could it be, also, that a healed creation, a cleaned up river, a forest 
restored, a climate fever finally broken, could it be that when healing and 
repair take place, the world will be all the more beautiful to us, for us 
knowing its fragility, for us fostering its resilience, for being part of its 
repair?  How much more beautiful, how much more precious will creation 
be when it rises?   
 
I think Jesus knew we all, every one of us, need grace and need healing. 
Every one of us have some part of us that need repair.  The tax collector 
and the chief priest, and Andrew and James and John, and Mary 
Magdalene and Joanna,  
 
and Reebee, and you, too.  
 
And he could see how beautiful we would be, on the other side.   
 
When she was a little girl, Dolly Parton (y’all knew I had to get to Dolly, 
especially with 9-25 day this past Friday, right?)...When she was a little girl, 
Dolly Parton’s family didn’t have money to buy her a coat. You know that 
song. As a poor, country girl living in the mountains, she was on the 
margins. And winter was coming. And all her mama had were torn scraps 
of fabric.  So her mother sewed a coat of many colors.  From broken 
pieces, from torn fabric, her mother created something of great beauty.   
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For I felt I was rich 

And I told 'em of the love 

My mama sewed in every stitch 

And I told 'em all the story 

Mama told me while she sewed 

And how my coat of many colors 

Was worth more than all their clothes 

 
Things might be broken, things might be broken down into tiny rags and 
fragments, but God is a mender, and God sews things back together, God 
paints gold on our scars, God puts a coat of many colors around our 
shoulders and God offers grace and God restores what we cannot imagine 
fixing.  
 
And maybe  
 
we can follow this path, too.  
 
This is the beauty of repair.  Amen. 
- 
 
Soundtrack for the week…. 
 
Coat of Many Colors - Dolly Parton 
 
Back through the years 

I go wonderin' once again 

Back to the seasons of my youth 

I recall a box of rags that someone gave us 

And how my mama put the rags to use 
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There were rags of many colors 

But every piece was small 

And I didn't have a coat 

And it was way down in the fall 

Mama sewed the rags together 

Sewin' every piece with love 

She made my coat of many colors 

That I was so proud of 

As she sewed, she told a story 

From the Bible she had read 

About a coat of many colors 

Joseph wore and then she said 

"Perhaps this coat will bring you 

Good luck and happiness" 

And I just couldn't wait to wear it 

And Mama blessed it with a kiss 

My coat of many colors 

That my mama made for me 

Made only from rags 

But I wore it so proudly 

Although we had no money 

I was rich as I could be 

In my coat of many colors 

My mama made for me 

So with patches on my britches 

And holes in both my shoes 
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In my coat of many colors 

I hurried off to school 

Just to find the others laughing 

And making fun of me 

In my coat of many colors 

My mama made for me 

And oh, I couldn't understand it 

For I felt I was rich 

And I told 'em of the love 

My mama sewed in every stitch 

And I told 'em all the story 

Mama told me while she sewed 

And how my coat of many colors 

Was worth more than all their clothes 

But they didn't understand it 
And I tried to make them see 
That one is only poor 
Only if they choose to be 
Now I know we had no money 
But I was rich as I could be 
In my coat of many colors 
My mama made for me 
Made just for me 
 


