
 1 

Sermon for Pentecost XVII Year A 2020 
A Little Less Conversation, A Little More Action Please 

 
 
Years ago now . . . when I first started attending seminary, 
a friend made for me what was then known as a “play tape”— 
a disc with a mix of songs on it to listen to as I commuted  
back and forth to class. 
One of the songs she put on that tape was an old Elvis Presely song from 
the 60’s . . . perhaps you will recognize it from the lyrics: 
A little less conversation, a little more action please 
all this aggravation ain’t satisfactioning me 
A little more bite and a little less bark 
A little less fight and a little more spark 
Close your mouth and open up your heart . . . and satisfy me 
 
Now of course I know this is a song about a guy  
trying to get some affection from his girlfriend . . .  
but really, it’s not difficult to hear these words  
being said by God to God’s people who seem  
to know how to talk the talk of being Christian,  
but don’t always walk the walk. 
 
Too often, I fear, the church and I have settled for a shallow, 
“words only” version of the Christian life. 
Especially if we have grown up in the church,  
we learn to “speak the speak.” 
We figure out what the magic words are— 
the words that will make a good soundbite of Christianity— 
And yet, in the parable what was said didn’t really matter, 
it was what was done that mattered. 
 
Then, why, we might ask, are the tax collectors and prostitutes  
going into heaven ahead of the Pharisees? 
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Well, one reason is that the Pharisees,  
unlike those sinful people, did not repent. 
They did not change their minds or their hearts. 
No, in fact, they were full of sour grapes and their teeth were on edge 
just as Ezekiel describes hundreds of years before. 
 
The funny thing is, they knew the “right answer”  
when they heard the parable of the two sons— 
The story Jesus told about 
the first son who said he would not work in the vineyard  
when his father asked him to but later changed his mind;  
and the second said, “I go sir” but then he did not go. 
Of course the only question to ask is: 
“Which of the two did the will of his father?” 
Which is exactly what Jesus did ask. 
And they gave the “right” answer, they said, “The first.” 
 
But why was that the “right” answer? 
Because the first son had a change of heart,  
he changed his mind and turned around. 
In other words, the first son repented 
while the other son . . . well,  
we could say that he wanted only the appearance of obedience. 
 
A number of years ago now,  
Dr. Phil the celebrity psychologist was asked in an interview,  
“If you could interview anyone in the world, past or present,  
who would it be?” 
Dr. Phil replied, without hesitation, “Jesus Christ. 
I would really like to interview Jesus Christ. 
I would like to have a conversation with him  
about the meaning of life.” 
 
Actually, I don’t think Dr. Phil  
has any clue about what he was asking for. 
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Quite frankly I don’t think he had any idea  
what it would really mean to sit down with Jesus,  
treat him like any old interviewee,  
and ask him about the meaning of life. 
Because Jesus would turn him upside down and inside out. 
As he did with most people who questioned him. 
 
If it were possible, I’d like to tell Dr. Phil  
that Jesus would confound your questions  
and probably end up telling you to sell everything you own, 
give the money to the poor, and come, follow him. 
No, Dr. Phil, you do not really want to interview Jesus— 
 
Here’s the thing, maybe most of us don’t want to either. 
If the gospels and or just this conversation are anything to go by, 
then it would probably be a rather dangerous conversation. 
Because Jesus would  
probably want us to change our minds and our hearts. 
 
"Repent and live!" the Old Testament prophet Ezekiel  
thunders in our first reading.  
In a culture that has forgotten how to blush,  
and that counsels us to "never apologize and never explain,"  
the prophet’s words sound archaic, harsh, and cheerless. 
Why, we and Dr. Phil might ask, is he so judgmental? 
Why the call to what seems to be self-hatred? 
 
But Ezekiel's message is  
not mere religious "old" testament” fire and brimstone talk  
that we can dismiss with a wink and knowing smile. 
Neither is "repentance" some relic of the past  
that we should delete from our modern moral vocabulary.  
After all, in the Gospel for this week Jesus preaches  
the same message as good old Ezekiel of long ago-- 
Change your hearts, change your minds and live!  
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As the words of the song go . . . 
A little less fight and a little more spark 
Close your mouth and open up your heart 
 
For anyone who wants to live in the way of righteousness, 
repentance is central rather than peripheral to life.  
It's essential rather than dispensable;  
it is obligatory and not optional.  
And contrary to modern misconceptions,  
when done well,  
repentance is entirely life-giving rather than death-dealing.  
It’s not about self-loathing or even self-improvement either. 
Repentance is a movement toward health and wholeness 
rather than a descent into repression and self-recrimination. 
            
Repentance best takes place in a church community,  
but it is ultimately a personal act rather than a church ritual.  
Our Protestant Reforming forebears insisted on this point  
as they tried to recover the explosive power of the Gospel story  
that they believed had been encrusted  
with 1500 years of arbitrary church authority  
and less than righteous traditions.  
It’s important to remember that the very first line  
of Martin Luther's 95 theses reads: 
"When our Lord and Master Jesus Christ said 'repent,'  
He called for the entire life of believers to be one of repentance." 
 

Back in 1517, Luther was attacking and critiquing 
the medieval sacramental system of "penance,"  
and especially the buying and selling of indulgences,  
a sort of bribe paid to the church  
which claimed to reduce one's penalty for sin.  
Such a system allows for a lot of righteous talk, 
but not really so much righteous action. 
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In other words, no repentance,  
no change in the way we love God or love our neighbor. 
          
Although repentance might have its public and communal dimensions, 
genuine repentance consists of a deeply personal  
and individually unique act before both God and my neighbor.  
Sometimes others might help us,  
but no one can repent for another;  
you can only repent for yourself.  
 
In this sense repentance can be quite simple,  
as observed by one early Church father: 
"Let your prayer be very simple.  
For the tax collector and the prodigal son  
just one word was enough to reconcile them to God." 
 
A single word might do—like “sorry”  
or even two words like “forgive me” 
but genuine repentance is a life-long change of heart and mind, 
which is to say that it is a complex process  
that acknowledges the ambiguity of our fallen human condition— 
that each day, as Luther would tell us, we need to repent— 
die to sin and rise to new life.  
Since our human condition will never know perfection  
this side of heaven, we will never know a time  
when we do not need repentance— 
as Christians—we are always “under construction.” 
 
We need to keep in mind this story I heard about a couple  
who had been married a number years  
who had decided to re-take some personality tests  
that they had taken during their pre-marriage counseling days. 
They wanted to see how much they had changed. 
The answer, at least according the results of the tests was— 
not much. 
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When they asked the counselor about their meager “progress”  
and prospects for genuine change,  
based upon his years of clinical experience,  
the counselor only shrugged and said,  
“well, for most people change is complex, slow and incremental.” 
 
With Luther, then, we can say that repentance  
requires our entire life, throughout our life . . . 
A lifetime of changing our minds and our hearts . . . 
our “new creation” is always “under construction” . . .  
at least in this life. 
 
In the Gospel for this week,  
Jesus offended his listeners when he observed  
that decidedly immoral people like prostitutes and tax-collectors 
understood repentance better than religiously “righteous” people.  
He explained that the religiously righteous and pious  
wrongly, and to their peril,  
believe that they are better than they really are;  
they imagine that they do not need to repent.  
"Repent of what? I'm as good as the next guy."  
Whereas, moral outcasts have no such illusions, 
nor the need or perhaps even the ability  
to cleave to social conventions that protect us;  
they know how bad off they are. 
 
One of my favorite stories from Amazing Grace: A Vocabulary of Faith, 
by Kathleen Norris is about a little boy who wrote a poem called, 
“The Monster who was Sorry.” 
In the poem the boy explodes about how he hated it  
when his father yelled at him. 
In anger he threw his sister down the stairs,  
wrecked his room, then destroyed an entire town. 
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His poem concludes: 
“Then I sit in my messy house and say to myself,  
‘I shouldn’t have done all that.’” 
Commenting on the little boy’s poem, 
Norris writes, “My messy house says it all;  
with more honesty than most adults could have mustered,  
the boy made a metaphor for himself  
that admitted the depth of his rage and also gave him a way out. 
If that boy had been a novice in a 4th century monastic desert, 
his elders might have told him  
that he was well on the way toward repentance,  
not such a monster after all, but only human. 
If the house is messy, they might have said, 
why not clean it up, why not make it into a place  
where God might wish to dwell.” 
 
Beloved, in these angry and miserable times,  
I believe it’s more than time  
for less conversation about changing one’s heart and mind, 
and more action . . . more repentance . . . 
more open minds and open hearts. 
 
There is something very important here  
about the changing of one’s mind— 
which also brings a change of heart. 
The first son changed his mind and went. 
The tax collectors and the prostitutes  
believed that John came in the way of righteousness, 
but the chief priests and elders did not change their minds— 
even after seeing how these others believed— 
and changed their hearts and minds. 
 
So what causes us to change our minds? 
What allows for our hearts to be changed, to be broken open? 
What blocks us from allowing ourselves to be changed? 
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Are we afraid of being vulnerable? 
Are we too proud to cede authority to Jesus, to God? 
Are we blinded by our need to be “in the right”  
despite all evidence to contrary? 
Whatever the answer,  
these questions seem to be at the heart of the matter. 
 
The prophet Ezekiel tells us  
that when we repent  
we move beyond mere regret, 
embarrassment or shame. 
Genuine repentance implores God  
to rid us of “all the offenses we have committed” in our “messy houses” 
and we ask for a new heart and new spirit. 
Through the power of divine grace, 
we seek a change of heart and a change of mind  
that leads to changed actions. 
 
Let us take seriously the exhortation from Paul we heard this morning 
and may we work out our salvation with fear and trembling, 
knowing that it is God who is at work in you and me, 
enabling us both to will and to work for God’s good pleasure. 
And let us not let the prostitutes and tax collectors  
get too far ahead of us in the way of righteousness. 
Let us pray for such a change of heart and mind, 
and turn, and live. 
 
 
 
 
 


