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Matthew 21:23—32

Truth and Reconciliation Sunday / Orange Shirt
Sunday

They were trying to take Jesus down a notch.

Jesus enters the Temple, and the chief priests and elders
confront him:

“By what authority are you doing these things, and who
gave you this authority?”

In other words: Who do you think you are?

Show us your credentials. Tell us who authorized you.
Explain why we should listen to you.

It sounds like a reasonable question. But it isn’t really a
question. It is an accusation disguised as one.

Because Jesus has become a problem.

He has entered Jerusalem surrounded by crowds. He has
overturned tables in the Temple. He has challenged
systems that benefited powerful people. And now he is
standing in the heart of the religious institution teaching
as though he belongs there.

The people responsible for guarding that institution want
to know: By what authority?



Jesus answers their question with another question.

“Did the baptism of John come from heaven, or was it of
human origin?”

And suddenly the people questioning Jesus find
themselves being questioned.

They gather together and calculate the safest answer.

If we say John’s authority came from God, Jesus will ask
why we didn’t listen to him.

If we say it was merely human, the crowd will turn against
us.

So they answer:

“We do not know.”

But they do know.

They simply don’t want to say.

And perhaps that is where this gospel meets us on Truth
and Reconciliation Sunday.

Because reconciliation begins with truth.

Not the truth that is convenient. Not the truth that
protects our reputation. Not the truth that allows the
institution to continue unchanged.

Truth.



For generations, Indigenous children in Canada were
taken from their families and communities and placed in
residential schools. Their languages, cultures, spiritual
traditions, and identities were deliberately attacked.
Children experienced neglect, hunger, disease, physical
and sexual abuse. Many never returned home.

And Christian churches participated.
That truth belongs to us.

Not because every Christian supported residential schools.
Not because every congregation operated one. Not because
every person sitting here bears personal responsibility for
decisions made generations ago.

But because institutions bearing Jesus' name participated
in a system that caused profound harm.

And on a Sunday when many of us wear orange and say
that every child matters, Jesus' parable asks an
uncomfortable question:

What happens after we say the words?

A father asks two sons to work in the vineyard.
The first says, “No.”

But later he changes his mind and goes.

The second says, “Yes, sir. I'll go.”



But he doesn’t.

Then Jesus asks:

“Which of the two did the will of his father?”
The answer is obvious.

The first.

Because ultimately the question wasn’t what either son
said. The question was what they did. And that is an
important word for the church on Truth and
Reconciliation Sunday.

We can wear orange. We can acknowledge the land. We
can apologize. We can observe September 30. We can
speak about reconciliation.

Those things can matter.
But Jesus asks us whether we will go into the vineyard.

Because reconciliation cannot simply be something
Christians believe in. It must become something we
practise.

And that requires more than guilt. Guilt can become
another way of making the story about ourselves.

Reconciliation asks something harder. It asks us to listen.
To learn histories we were not taught. To hear Indigenous
voices without immediately defending ourselves. To



recognize the continuing consequences of colonialism. To
confront racism when we encounter it.

To respect Indigenous cultures, languages, spiritual
traditions, and rights. To ask what responsibilities flow
from the treaties and relationships upon which this
country was built.

And sometimes it means discovering that something we
believed about Canada, the church, or even ourselves was
incomplete.

That can be painful.

But changing our minds is not failure in this gospel.
Changing our minds is the holy thing.

The first son changes his mind.

The Greek word Matthew uses carries the sense of
reconsidering, regretting, seeing differently and therefore
acting differently.

Jesus tells the religious leaders that even after they saw
what God was doing through John, “you did not change
your minds.”

There is their failure.

Not that they had once been wrong.



But that when truth confronted them, they refused to
change.

And perhaps that is one of the deepest spiritual questions
facing the church:

Can we change when truth requires something different
from us? Can an institution repent? Can a congregation
learn?

Can a country hear stories that challenge the story it has
told about itself?

Can Christians discover that people who claimed Christ's
authority sometimes profoundly betrayed the way of
Christ?

I believe the gospel says yes.

Because repentance is not humiliation. Repentance is
turning around.

It is hearing the invitation of God again and discovering
that the vineyard is still there.

There is still work to do.

That is why Orange Shirt Sunday cannot simply be about
remembering something terrible that happened long ago.

The orange shirt points us toward children.



Children who should have been safe. Children whose
families loved them. Children whose languages carried
wisdom. Children whose cultures carried memory.
Children who possessed a sacred dignity that neither
church nor state had the authority to erase.

Every child matters because every child bears a dignity
given by the Creator.

And perhaps that brings us back to the question asked of
Jesus:

“By what authority?”

The church once claimed enormous authority over
Indigenous peoples.

Today, perhaps we need to hear Jesus turning the question
back upon us:

By what authority do we speak? By what authority do we
presume to know what reconciliation should look like? By
what authority do we tell another people when enough
apology has been offered, enough history remembered,
enough healing accomplished?

Maybe sometimes the faithful answer is not to speak first.
Maybe sometimes our calling is to listen.

And then to go into the vineyard.



Because Jesus does not leave us trapped in shame over
yesterday.

He calls us toward faithfulness today.
The gospel doesn't ask whether our history is spotless.
It isn't.

The gospel asks what we will do when truth finds us.Will
we defend ourselves? Will we say the right words and
remain where we are?

Or will we allow truth to change us?

The vineyard is still waiting.

There are relationships to repair.

Stories to hear.

Injustices to confront.

Promises to honour.

Neighbours to know.

And there is a God who continues calling us into that work.

So on this Truth and Reconciliation Sunday, may our
orange shirts be more than symbols.

May they become reminders.

To remember.



To listen.
To learn.
To change.

And then, when God calls us into the vineyard of
reconciliation, justice and healing, to go.

May this be so among us.

Amen.



