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Grace and Peace to you this day in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

 

A few years ago, in preparation for the new school year a young boy went out with his mother to purchase his 

back-to-school wardrobe.  Like most boys his age, he had outgrown all of his clothes from last year, so, there 

was a lot of shopping to do.  Also like most boys, this was not a particularly enjoyable ordeal for the young 

man.  He could easily name about fifty things he would rather do than shop for clothes. 

 

This young boy was a good sport about it, though, and he patiently stuck with it as his mother went from store 

to store, looking for just the right clothes at just the right prices.  His patience was not lost on his mother, so, 

when they were just about done, she decided she would give him a reward.  She told him the last item they 

would buy would be his choice, and he could have anything he wanted, within reason, of course.  The boy knew 

exactly what he wanted.  He took his mother to the sports apparel store and showed her a baseball cap of his 

favorite team.  Now this just wasn’t any ordinary baseball cap – it was a Starter hat – one just like the real ball 

players wore – and it cost about three times as much as the other baseball caps did.  His mother immediately 

protested about the price, but she thought about how good he had been through the day.  She told him she would 

buy it for him, if he promised to take extra-special care of it.  He promised, and she bought it. 

 

The first day of class the young boy went off to school dressed in his new clothes – baseball cap included.  

When he came home that afternoon, the first thing his mother noticed was that the baseball cap was gone.  The 

ensuing lecture was predictable: “I told you that you had to be extra careful of that hat.  You’ve only had it one 

day at school, and now it’s gone.”  When she finished, the young boy said rather meekly: “Mom, our teacher 

told us that Sandy won’t be in school this year because she’s got this thing that makes her hair fall out.  It’s 

gonna be getting cold pretty soon, and I just thought Sandy should have something to keep her head warm.” 

 

Today’s gospel focuses on the issue of authority.  Jesus is asked by the priests and the elders: “By what 

authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?”  The question is legitimate and crucial.  

It is one of the essential questions of the whole gospel – in fact, one of the essential questions for people of faith 

ever since.  Who is this Jesus?  Is he really God – and does he have God’s authority? 

  

It is a question many people ask in the course of the gospel narrative.  At one point John the Baptist sends 

representatives to Jesus who ask: “Are you the one who is to come, or are we to wait for another?”  Jesus 

responds: “Go tell John what you hear and see: the blind receive their sight, the lame walk, the lepers are 

cleansed, the deaf hear, the dead are raised, and the poor have good news brought to them.” 

 

The problem is that for the priests and the elders who ask Jesus this question in today’s reading, the issue of 

authority has become institutionalized for them.  Authority is recognized in terms of credentials.  What is your 

office?  Who was your teacher?  What gives you the right to speak definitively?  Who gave you the authority to 

do what you are doing?  They are looking for Jesus’ credentials. 

 

The problem is not so different for us today.  We, too, have institutionalized authority.  We look to degrees and 

recognition as credentials of authority.  In an age of consultants, we prove out what Jesus once said about a 

prophet not having any honor in his or her hometown.  In consulting, an authority is anyone living more than 

fifty miles away. 
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Culturally, we vacillate between two poles regarding authority.  One the one hand, we are rugged individualists 

who prize personal freedom.  We give into authority grudgingly, and then, only when we have to.  One the other 

hand, we are also influenced by a herd mentality and sometimes blindly follow what everyone else does.  Thus, 

we are ambivalent in our response to authority – sometimes far too hard-headed and stubborn, other times far 

too complacent and acquiescent – and at still other times, floating somewhere in between. 

 

Jesus, I think, really understands this problem of authority.  But he also knows that true authority exists beyond 

institutions and degrees and credentials.  True authority is also a matter of the heart, not only a matter of the 

mind.  And so when elders and priests come asking about credentials, Jesus responds to their question with a 

question of his own.  He is asking what they think and what they believe in their heart.  Likewise, when 

disciples of John the Baptist come asking the same kind of question, Jesus also responds with a question to 

theirs: “what is it that you see?”  It’s not that Jesus is trying to be elusive or cryptic, he simply knows that a 

direct answer will not be helpful.  What if he simply told them that his authority comes from God the Father?  

Would that have convinced them?  Probably not.  So the answer is a question: “What do you see – and in what 

you see, what do you perceive?  What does what you see tell you?” 

 

In the story of the young schoolboy and his baseball cap, there is something of a conflict of authority.  His 

mother, obviously an authority figure for him, has told him one thing: “Don’t lose this cap!  But another 

authority – one unnamed – causes him to do just the opposite.  He is not being disrespectful or defiant of his 

mother – but something deep within him tells him giving away his cap is the right thing to do.  That’s where the 

true location of authority lies.  It is deep within us, causing us to do what we do and be who we are. 

 

What is so compelling about Jesus, what do we see and perceive in him, that might lead us to let him be the 

authority for us in our living.  I know of nothing more compelling than the grace I see in him.  This grace is 

compelling because it transforms who we are.  It is the grace of the cross – the grace of him dying for us.  It is 

the grace of a profound love for us that goes beyond any human notion of right or wrong – beyond any human 

system of justice or fairness. 

 

Consider this.  In today’s gospel we hear a parable of two sons.  One does the will of the father, the other does 

not. The question Jesus asks is which one does the will of the father.  The question Jesus doesn’t ask in this 

parable is: “How does the father feel towards these two sons?”  Both have, in some way, brought grief to their 

father.  But to answer the question Jesus doesn’t ask, think of another parable.  Think of the Prodigal Son.  Two 

sons: one faithful, one not; one changes, one doesn’t.  But in the end the father loves them both.  He never 

chooses between the two.  He offers them both all he has.  That’s profound.  That’s love.  That is compelling.  

That can transform us.  That is authority.  That is Jesus. 

 

The challenge is to look upon Jesus, perceive the transforming grace of God before us, and let him be the 

authority that governs and changes our living.  Our mission is to be the visible sign of this transforming grace, 

that others might come to know Jesus through us, and likewise be transformed by grace. 


