
Common Worship in Separate Places 
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17th Sunday after Pentecost 
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To cross the threshold into worship, light a candle and keep a moment of silence. 

 

Opening Words  

L: O God, be gracious to us and bless us, and make your face shine upon us. 

P: Let all the peoples praise you, O God, let all the peoples praise you. 

L: Let us worship God. 

 

Prayers of Adoration and Confession 

 God most holy, you are so high above us we cannot comprehend you, yet so 

deep within us we can never escape you. Enliven us now in body, mind, and spirit, that 

we may, with joy, offer our praise and acclaim your glory, Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, 

one God forever. 

Holy One, at times you ask so much of us. We falter at the demand your Word 

makes upon us. But your mercy is higher than the heavens and deeper than our failings. 

Forgive our waywardness and heal our hardness of heart. Receive your bewildered, 

broken children back to yourself. Assure us that your loving kindness is already at 

work within us, and free us by your Spirit, that we may be free to serve you with joy. 

L: Lord, have mercy upon us; 

P: Christ, have mercy upon us; 

L: Lord, have mercy upon us. 

Holy Lord, you alone judge rightly, and search the depths of the heart. Make us 

swift to do your will and slow to judge our neighbour, that we may walk with those 

who follow the way of repentance and faith, and so enter your heavenly kingdom; 

through Jesus Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you and the Holy Spirit, one 

God, now and forever. Amen 

  

An Assurance of Pardon 

L: “God was in Christ reconciling the word to himself.” May God grant us pardon, true 

repentance, and bring us to eternal life. 

P:  May the peace of Christ be with us all. 
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Prayer for Illumination 

Help us, O God, to listen for your Word with an eager faith, a lively hope, and with love 

that opens into knowledge; through Jesus Christ our Lord. Amen 

 

The Psalm for the Day 

 

Psalm 78: 1-4, 12-16 () 

 

Give ear, O my people, to my teaching; 

   incline your ears to the words of my mouth.  

I will open my mouth in a parable; 

   I will utter dark sayings from of old,  

things that we have heard and known, 

   that our ancestors have told us.  

We will not hide them from their children; 

   we will tell to the coming generation 

the glorious deeds of the Lord, and his might, 

   and the wonders that he has done.  

 

In the sight of their ancestors he worked marvels 

   in the land of Egypt, in the fields of Zoan.  

He divided the sea and let them pass through it, 

   and made the waters stand like a heap.  

In the daytime he led them with a cloud, 

   and all night long with a fiery light.  

He split rocks open in the wilderness, 

   and gave them drink abundantly as from the deep.  

He made streams come out of the rock, 

   and caused waters to flow down like rivers.  

 

(Said together) Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Spirit, as it was 

in the beginning, is now and ever shall be, world without end. Amen 

 

A Reading for the Day 

 

St Matthew 21: 23-32  (A lesson in authority) 

 

When Jesus 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?” 
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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. 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?’ But if we say, ‘Of human origin’, we are afraid of 

the crowd; for all regard John as a prophet.” 

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. 

“What do you think? A man had two sons; he went to the first and said, ‘Son, go 

and work in the vineyard today.’ He answered, ‘I will not’; but later he changed his 

mind and went. 

“The father went to the second and said the same; and he answered, ‘I go, sir’; 

but he did not go. 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. 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.” 

 

L: This is the Gospel of our Risen Lord. 

P: Praise to you, Lord Jesus Christ. 

 

Some thoughts on the Reading 

 

St Matthew 21:31   Which of the two did the will of his father? 

 

When Jesus rode into Jerusalem and kicked over the bankers’ tables in the 

Temple, the chief priests and elders accosted him. They demanded to know, “By what 

authority do you do these things, and who gave you this authority?” But it’s an old 

rabbinical trick to answer a question with a question. “Let me ask you,” he says. “John 

the Baptist. Was his authority from God, or did he make it up all on his own?” 

That’s a clever question!  We could transpose it into an adjacent key and put it to 

leaders everywhere. Maybe we should. “Who authorised you to sit behind the decision 

desk?” we might ask. “Are your plans grounded in something honest and real? Or did 

you just call yourself a ‘very stable genius’ and put yourself in charge for your own 

aggrandizement?” We must question authority, not just when the mechanisms that put 

it in place break down – whether it’s a democratic election, a royal appointment, or a 
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divine calling. We must question authority when its deeds are questionable, when it says 

one thing but does another, when it lacks integrity. 

“So, John the Baptist – was he God’s prophet or self-deceived madman?” asks 

Jesus. Because we can be sure the chief priests and elders are asking this about Jesus 

himself. They whisper to each other. “If we say, ‘John the Baptist’s authority came from 

God’, he’ll say, ‘Then why didn’t you listen to him?’ But if we say his authority was all 

made up, the crowds won’t like that. We’ll lose face, and that will undermine our 

authority. Either way, we don’t look good.” 

Jesus has backed them into a corner. Suddenly, he’s questioning their authority, 

their integrity. So, they clear their throats and say, “We don’t’ know. Who’s to say?” 

“Well then,” says Jesus. “Neither will I say where my authority comes from.” 

Most people, if they wield authority, count on a title or a uniform. Without a 

badge, a policeman has no authority to arrest anyone. This authority comes from 

without. It’s given to him. It can also be taken away. People appointed to high office can 

also be removed (sometimes in handcuffs). But others become ‘authorities’, not because 

it’s given to them, but because they slowly acquire an expert’s knowledge or skill at 

something: like music or sport, let’s say. This kind of authority grows from within, and 

it can’t be taken away. People seek them out, saying, “Teach me, show me. You’re the 

expert. You’re the authority.” 

Sometimes, but rarely, we meet people who go beyond this. Something about 

them commands us. They do something, and it matters; they say something, and we’re 

compelled to listen. And what they say matches what they do. They make a perfect 

whole, and perfect wholes have integrity. That’s why ‘whole numbers’ are called 

‘integers.’ Jesus had that kind of integrity. 

He asks the chief priests and elders another question. “Which of these two sons 

would you rather have? A son who says ‘No, I won’t’ but later changes his mind and 

does what you ask? Or a son who complies, verbally – ‘Yes, I will’ – but never does 

what you ask?” The chief priests and elders shuffle their feet, stare at their shoes, and 

say, “Well, the first one – the one who said ‘no’ but changed his mind and did it 

anyway.” 

“Correct!” says Jesus. “Which son are you?” But both sons are alive within all of 

us. They’re aspects of ourselves, aren’t they? The Danish philosopher, Kierkegaard, says 

the son who smiles and says ‘yes’ to his father is like someone waving at you and 

walking backwards, saying, “I’m coming!” It’s as though he speaks those words to 

deceive not just his father but himself as well. 

This is our human condition. We make resolutions and we break them. We say 

one thing, we tell ourselves we mean it, but we do something else instead. 

Governments make throne speeches and set climate targets and fail to meet them. We 

plaster our lawns with signs, our cars with bumper stickers, and our social media with 

memes that proclaim all the ‘progressive’ things we want others to believe we’re ‘for’ 
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and all the bad things we’re ‘against’. But our lives say something else. We deceive 

ourselves and we are deceived. We “all fall short of the glory of God,” as St Paul rightly 

said. 

But the disagreeable son who frowns at his father and says ‘No, I will not’, who 

turns his back and walks away? What about him? He deceives no one, not even himself. 

But because he has no deceit to maintain, no lie to uphold, he still has the chance to 

change his mind. And he does. He does do what his father asked him to do. And this, 

too, makes us human. It’s our ability to change – to change what we say until it aligns 

with what we do, or to fix what we do until it matches what we say. Deep down, we 

want this for ourselves. Integrity is our lost Eden. Something in us still longs for the 

Garden of Integrity. We want to say “yes” to someone, and to do it. 

Once upon a time there was a Son who did just that. He said ‘yes’ to his Father 

by his words and by his deeds. His talking and living aligned. There was unbroken 

wholeness in him. He had integrity, and that integrity was his authority. The elders and 

chief priests severely questioned his authority. By way of reply, Jesus said little in self-

defence. Instead, he pointed to what he was about to do, in the garden and on the cross. 

We begin the long journey to salvation when we let his ‘yes’ to God become ours 

too. He doesn’t ask us to be faultless and pure. We stray from the path, we fall and 

scrape our knees, we betray each other and our own best selves – all that’s a ‘given’, as 

St Paul well knew. What makes us ‘whole’ is the mercy that breaks our hard hearts 

open, making them supple for love’s redeeming work. It’s the one true thing God asks 

us to do – like the father who asked his sons to work in his vineyard – to heed the one 

who overturns the tables in the Temple of the Heart, who entreats us to speak truly and 

live justly, to forgive and to love. 

 

Prayers of Intercession 

  Holy God, our maker and redeemer, our duty and joy is to give you thanks and 

praise. Hear our prayers for the Church, the world, and each other. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

 We pray for the Church of Jesus Christ. Bless, O Lord our God, the work of your 

Church dispersed throughout the world, and sanctify the worship of your Church, 

however it may gather. Let Elmwood Avenue Church be a house of prayer, a place of 

Christian teaching, an open circle friendship and service, and a witness to your 

redeeming love. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer  

 We pray for peace, remembering before God those places where there is violence 

and conflict and threat of war. We pray for the victims of famine, for relief and recovery 
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from trauma and devastation. Bring peace to every place of strife, O Lord. Overturn 

injustice and undo the chains of hatred that bind human hearts. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

 We pray for cities, for all whose lives are impoverished, and beset by suffering 

because of it. Root out corruption in governments everywhere and make them 

responsive to human need. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

O God of all comfort, we commend to you now those who are tempted to lose 

heart, who feel ground down by this pandemic: those who have no security of home or 

work; those who see no purpose in life; those who find it difficult to believe in you; 

those who suffer from incurable illness. Enable them to trust in you, though your way is 

hidden from their sight, and in the gift of your love give them courage and peace as 

well. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

We remember and give thanks for those who have died, especially those most 

dear to us. Help us, O God, not to be anxious about earthly cares, but to love that which 

is above, and even now, while we live among transient things, to hold fast to things that 

shall endure…(keep a time of silence in God’s presence)…. 

L: Lord in your mercy 

P: Hear our prayer 

Into your hands, O God, we commend our very selves and all for whom we pray, 

trusting in your mercy, through Jesus Christ our Lord, to whom with you and Holy 

Spirit be glory evermore. 

Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name; thy kingdom come, thy will be 

done, on earth as it is in heaven. Give us this day our daily bread, and forgive us our 

debts, as we forgive our debtors. And lead us not into temptation but deliver us from 

evil. For thine is the kingdom, the power and the glory, for ever. Amen 

 

Benediction 

(Said together) The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God, and the fellowship 

of the Holy Spirit be with us all, now and forever. Amen 

 

 


