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Sermon for the Seventeenth Sunday after Pentecost, 
October 1, 2017 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year A, Proper 21: Ezekiel 18:1–4, 25-32; Psalm 25:3–9; Philippians 2:1–13; Matthew 21:23–32* 

 
In the gospel lesson for last Sunday, Jesus and his 
disciples were in Judea, beginning to make their way to 
Jerusalem. For today, and for the next eight Sundays 
of this church year, they are already in Jerusalem. In 
today’s lesson Jesus is teaching in the temple. 
 
The lectionary has skipped over a lot of material: (very 
briefly) Jesus’ third prediction of his passion; the story 
of the mother of James and John who asked Jesus give 
her sons seats on either side of him in the kingdom to 
come; Jesus healing two blind men in Jericho; the 
entry into Jerusalem; the cleansing of the temple; and 
the cursing of a fig tree that bore no fruit.1 
 
In today’s gospel lesson, things are not good. The 
chief priests and the elders are trying to get Jesus to 
commit blasphemy in public. In Mark and in Matthew, 
blasphemy is the charge that Caiaphas the high priest 
will use to have Jesus put to death.2 But before that 

                            
1 Matthew 20:17–21:22. 
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happens, Jesus will pronounce judgment on those who 
do not want to see, do not want to be a part, of the 
reign—r-e-i-g-n—of heaven.3 Remember that in New 
Testament Greek, “kingdom” is sovereign power, not 
a geographical place. 
 
The chief priests and the elders of the people do not 
recognize Jesus as God’s prophet, much less as God’s 
Son. They do not want to see, or are unable to see, 
that the dominion of God has arrived in the person of 
Jesus. Jesus declares that the outcasts will lead these 
unbelievers into the kingdom—if they make it. In 
Matthew, Jesus dying on the cross is not enough for 
these leaders. The chief priests and a group of 
Pharisees will get Pilate’s permission to set a guard to 
watch over his grave.4 
 
This past week I attended the Bowen Family Systems 
Theory workshop called Leadership in Ministry, 
primarily, but not exclusively, for clergy. I’ve been 
attending for many years. Murray Bowen, who died in 
1990, was a psychiatrist who theorized that what is 
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true of our human biology is true of how we humans 
think, feel, and relate to each other. 
 
Very briefly, Bowen’s theory has eight concepts—
there’s a lot of information about it on the web if you 
want to learn more. He never finished working on an 
elusive ninth concept that he came to call a “systems 
concept of supernatural phenomena”5—in other 
words, religion. If memory serves, Murray Bowen was 
brought up Christian. As an adult he was not a 
believer, but he was a scientist. As a physician he came 
to be aware that what people believed or did not 
believe about God, life, and sickness, often made a 
difference in their ability to heal. This opened a door, 
as it were, to Bowen thinking of religious belief as a 
function that could be observed.  
 
The Reverend Dr. Israel Galindo, a Baptist minister, 
now a dean at Columbia Theological Seminary in 
Georgia, gave a presentation on Bowen and the elusive 
ninth concept. He began by distinguishing theology 
from theory. Theology raises questions of meaning—
“Why?” Theory asks about function—“How?” In his 

                            
5 http://programsinbowentheory.org/theory-research/bowen-theory/, (accessed 1 
October 2017). 
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concluding remarks, he drew our attention to how 
religious communities deal with “superstition” and 
“denial.”6 I can use both of these words when I think 
about God, faith, religion. Superstition about Jesus 
and the denial of his reality drove the Jewish leaders 
crazy, drove them to do evil. Another word that I find 
useful in this territory, as it were, is ideology. For 
example, ideologies of racial superiority have plagued 
human beings from time immemorial. 
 
Joel Marcus is a professor of New Testament and 
Christian Origins at Duke Divinity School. Some years 
ago he published an article called. “Entering into the 
Kingly Power of God.”7 By putting aside the 
ideologies of this world and becoming like children, 
we begin to see this world, to see good and evil, to see 
life and death, with the eyes, the heart, the mind, of 
faith. It is through Christ himself, in the power of the 
Spirit, that the Father adopts us as his children reborn 
to eternal life in this life and in the world to come. 
 

                            
6 Presentation by Israel Galindo, “Exploring the Ninth Concept: Faith and BFST in 
Dialogue,” Leadership in Ministry Workshops, Center for Lifelong Learning, 
Columbia Theological Seminary, Lost River, WV, 25 September 2017. 
7 Joel Marcus, “Entering Into the Kingly Power of God,” Journal of Biblical Literature 
107 (Dec 1988, 663–75). 
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I love to point out to visitors that the design for the 
interior of the church is taken from the underside of 
the high altar tabernacle canopy. The Body of Christ 
can’t be in the tabernacle unless there is a 
congregation of Christians to share Bread and Wine. 
No one has ever been able to tell me who was 
responsible for the idea of this design. But it’s a very 
powerful one. 
 
One last thing about the gospel lesson. Some of you 
may know the detective novels of a Canadian writer, 
Louise Penny. In the last book that I read, her hero 
says that no person is as bad as the worst thing he or 
she has done, and no person is as good as the best 
thing he or she has done.8 I think God is working with 
all of us. I do think that you and I can make it a little 
easier for God to work in our lives if we commit 
ourselves to searching continually for truth and to 
leave the ideologies of this world behind. We are  
  

                            
8 Louise Penny, Glass Houses (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2017), iBook edition. 
Search: “the worst”; “the best.” 
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called continually to be a like child who is learning to 
do what is right. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son, and of  
    the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
 
 
Copyright © 2017 The Society of the Free Church of St. Mary the Virgin, New York, New York. 
 
All rights reserved. 

 


