Ezekiel 18:21-32   
21 But if the wicked turn away from all their sins that they have committed and keep all my statutes and do what is lawful and right, they shall surely live; they shall not die.  22 None of the transgressions that they have committed shall be remembered against them; for the righteousness that they have done they shall live.  23 Have I any pleasure in the death of the wicked, says the Lord GOD, and not rather that they should turn from their ways and live?  24 But when the righteous turn away from their righteousness and commit iniquity and do the same abominable things that the wicked do, shall they live? None of the righteous deeds that they have done shall be remembered; for the treachery of which they are guilty and the sin they have committed, they shall die.  25 Yet you say, "The way of the Lord is unfair." Hear now, O house of Israel: Is my way unfair? Is it not your ways that are unfair?  26 When the righteous turn away from their righteousness and commit iniquity, they shall die for it; for the iniquity that they have committed they shall die.  27 Again, when the wicked turn away from the wickedness they have committed and do what is lawful and right, they shall save their life.  28 Because they considered and turned away from all the transgressions that they had committed, they shall surely live; they shall not die.  29 Yet the house of Israel says, "The way of the Lord is unfair." O house of Israel, are my ways unfair? Is it not your ways that are unfair?  30 Therefore I will judge you, O house of Israel, all of you according to your ways, says the Lord GOD. Repent and turn from all your transgressions; otherwise iniquity will be your ruin.  31 Cast away from you all the transgressions that you have committed against me, and get yourselves a new heart and a new spirit! Why will you die, O house of Israel?  32 For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, says the Lord GOD. Turn, then, and live.

Matthew 21:23-32   
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 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.

What Do I Do?
	This past Monday, I had the most unpleasant news reach me.	I was on the way to my doctor's appointment when I received a text message from a friend at PCTS, the local seminary and Christian college. According to the message, on Monday morning one of the students jumped out of the window and committed suicide. I know I have preached on the issue of suicide before, but for some reason, having it happen at the seminary was a bit more disturbing than normal. I don't know why, I mean seminary students are people like everyone else. Nevertheless, it was disturbing. I pray for the family. I pray for the student.
	The thing that is so sad about suicide is that it really isn't necessary. You see, the psychology of suicide suggests that people who do this feel a sense that they cannot escape. For whatever reason, maybe something has happened to them, maybe they have lost everything, or maybe there is something that they have done, whatever it is, there is a sense on the part of people who do this that there is something about them, something about the past, something about their lives that they cannot change. They feel locked into where they are; they feel nothing can change; they feel that they cannot change; they feel that who they are and what they have done is nothing but failure; in turn, they feel hopeless. For many in this position, the question that we might ask when confronted with problems, the question "What Do I Do?" "How Do I Change Who I Am or Where I Am At?", that question goes unanswered because they cannot hope for salvation, they cannot hope for new life.
	Yet, in response to this deep, heart wrenching trouble, I feel that we as the people of God should have a response. In fact, we do have an answer to that question, "What Do I Do?" that those like the young man who took his life needed to hear. Though it might not seem like it to you, but the words that we hear from Ezekiel today were quite revolutionary in their time, and they are revolutionary even today. You see, what you have here in Ezekiel is God calling Israel to repent, a call for the people to be faithful to God. At the same time, God is declaring that God loves other people as well. Now again, this does not seem revolutionary to you. We think we understand that idea that God loves everyone in God's creation, that God created each of us, and therefore, God loves each of us. Yet, it is the second part that is really important. For you see, Ezekiel's words declare to those who feel they are on the "outside", to those who feel that nothing can ever change, to those who feel locked into place by the world or their past, Ezekiel's words declares that they too are loved by God, and God is calling them as well.
	However, in Ezekiel's day, and even today, so many do not hear this good news, and unfortunately, the people of God have done a poor job in declaring it. In fact, the people of God have been resistant to speaking the good news. Let's use Ezekiel's day and time to understand this. 	In Ezekiel's time, the people of God, the children of Israel were in exile, they had been conquered by the Babylonians and taken from their homes as slaves to serve in a foreign land.
	So, the people had it very hard, the people were desperate, the people needed comfort, and most of all, they needed to know that God was on their side, that God loved them and hated their enemies, the Babylonians, the ones that had enslaved them. In short, like us even today, the people of God wanted to be reassured that God only loved them, not those outside themselves. They wanted God exclusively for themselves, and thus they resisted declaring God's graciousness and sovreignty to others.
	Yet, it was in the middle of this that Ezekiel tells us that God judges each for what they have done; God doesn't judge and punish because of who you are. In other words, God speaking through Ezekiel is rebuking God's own people, Israel, for assuming that God would not have compassion for others outside Israel. God is clearly saying that God will have compassion on all who turn to Him, even Babylonians, Israel's enemy. 
	The people of Israel, as you might imagine, are upset that God is compassionate and generous and calls all to repentance, no matter who they are, whether they are Babylonian, Israelite, or something else. 
	Now think about that. In Ezekiel, the people are upset because God will judge each person based on what they have done individually, not because of who they are. They are mad, to put it simply, because God is going to be merciful to people who are not Jews. They are mad because God is going to merciful to their enemies. Those hearing Ezekiel in those days, I can assure you, didn't like to hear these words.
	Put it in context. Think about it. I'm an American, right? America is involved in this "war on terror", whatever that is. What if I, like Ezekiel, told you that God will be merciful to terrorists. What if I told you that God is calling them to repentance as well? I actually said that at church one day, and I had people who left the church because of it.
	This is the idea going on in the story from the gospel of Matthew that we read. In that story, Jesus asks the scribes and Pharisees a simple question: imagine there are two sons. The father tells the first to go work in the fields. The son says okay, but doesn't do what his father asked him to do. The father then asks the second son, the younger son, to go work in those same fields. The son says no, but actually goes and does what the father told them. Jesus then asks: who did the will of the father?
	Well of course, Jesus, it was the second son! It's obvious, isn't it? But you see, Jesus has a larger target. Jesus then tells the most righteous, the most religious, the most upright people in all of Israel that prostitutes and tax collectors, all the unclean and hated people in and outside Israel, they will be the first to enter the kingdom of God, not them. Not the upright ones, not the righteous ones, not the religious ones. No. It is the sinful, the stained, the broken people who will enter in first. And why? Because, when the time came the horrible people turned from their ways and did the will of the Father. It is clear that the Scribes and the Pharisees, the first son in the story, they were the ones saying, "Oh yes, father, I will do as you command." However, they were the ones that turned around and failed to do what God requires. And now, the unclean ones, they will be first. The last will be first in the kingdom of God.
	Ezekiel. The story Jesus told. They all have this one thing in common: they challenge us to stop thinking we have God on our side, and they challenge us to look around and see all those people we judge on a daily basis, and to see in them through the eyes of repentance, grace, and God's love. Every one of our readings challenges our definitions of who is in and who is outside. Every one of our readings challenges us to look beyond who is well dressed and in church every Sunday morning, and to look at those we think are lost and see that God is calling them as well. Every one of our readings also challenges us in our comfort. For you see, it is the moment that we think we are safe, the moment in which we think we have God figured out and in our corner, it is in the moment that we know, we feel, we are absolutely assured that God is on our side; it is in that moment that judgment comes. All have been called to repentance, even ourselves.
	Everything I have said this morning is true, and I am as sure as I can be that this is the message and intent of Jesus and God through Ezekiel. Nevertheless, I can't tell you how much resistance I have gotten over such a simple message. I don't know why, or maybe I do, but it is in the middle of churches and among the most godly of people that the words that I am saying have encountered a brick wall and frowning faces.
	People don't like to be told that they have tried to keep God for themselves in their back pocket. People don't like to be told that God is on everyone's side because God loves His creation. People don't like to have their nice, comfortable God that they have figured out shown to be an idol. As a result, we so often do a poor job of proclaiming to people like that young man that something new is possible. As a result, we fail to reach out to the desperate and show them that all the things they feel are tying them down, God can shoulder those burdens and give them new life. Because we like to keep God for ourselves, we fail to share His love with those who need to hear it today, this very moment, before it is too late.
	All those lost people trying to be found. All those people yelling out, "What do I do?", "How can I be saved?", only to be shown that they aren't good enough and that God could never love them. If you are one of those people, this afternoon, if you are one of those who have been wounded, if you are one of those who thinks that no matter what you say or do, nothing can change and things will always be as they are, I tell you this: the only thing you have to do is turn, repent, love God. That's it. There is no magic to it. There is no special recipe. There is no really, really long prayer you have to say so that the magic ritual is complete. There is no special donation that you have to give. Repent. Love God, love your neighbor. Be the second son that does the father's will.
	For those of us, and I include myself here, if we are the house of God that cries out, like in Ezekiel, that it is unfair that God includes and makes room for people lower than us, poorer than us, dumber than us, less sophisticated than us, less spiritually mature than us, less knowledgeable than us, less holy than we are, I challenge us to take seriously the words of Ezekiel and Jesus. Our faith isn't about being seen, it isn't about who will regard us as religious people. Instead, our faith is about reaching out to those like that young man and telling them that there is another way, that God loves them, that there is room for them at God's table. Let's open the doors to the dirty, the wayward, the sinful, and the lost. Let's be the beacon of light shining in the darkness that God has called us all to be.
