The 20th Sunday after Pentecost
September 28, 2008
Text:  Ezekiel 18:1-4,25-32
Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your Word is truth.

Do you remember when you were a kid, and your Mom would pack grapes in your lunchbox.  So at noon you’d be sitting in the school cafeteria popping grapes into your mouth.  And every once in a while it would happen with one particular grape, you’d bite down on it – and your whole mouth would be filled with the most awful, most sour kind of taste.  Can’t you almost taste it now?

The ancient Hebrews had a proverb:  The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.  The picture that you have to imagine in your mind with that proverb is this:  a father or a mother eating one of those bad-tasting grapes, but it’s the children’s faces that are grimacing – even though they didn’t eat the grapes.

The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.  Here’s an Old Testament illustration of that proverb:  Joshua, chapter 7.  Joshua is leading the People of Israel into the Promised Land, and they’re having to do battle with the various people who occupy the land.  One particular rule has been laid down:  no Israelite shall ever take any plunder or booty from any of these battles.  
A fellow by the name of Achan breaks the rule.  Joshua finds out about it, and what does he do?  Well, he has Achan stoned to death.  But not only Achan, but also his wife, and also his sons, and also his daughters.

The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.”  Hey, but that’s unfair!  What did the sons and daughters do?  They probably didn’t even know that their Dad had taken that stuff!

Or do some of you happen to remember this from your confirmation study of Luther’s Small Catechism?

What does God say of all these Commandments?  He says thus:  “I the Lord your God, am a jealous God, visiting the iniquity of the fathers upon the children unto the third and fourth generation of them that hate Me…

Whewww!  That’s strong stuff!  The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.  It seems so unjust.  But, if you stop to think about it, you have to admit that there is some truth in it.

For example, think of those landfills back in the 1930’s and 1940’s and 1950’s….those places where our parents and grandparents had poured their garbage.  Because of the geology of some of those landfill sites, because no precautions were taken, some of those landfills poisoned the ground water….our groundwater!  The fathers and mothers have eaten sour grapes, but our teeth and our children’s teeth are set on edge!

Or think of the example of child abuse.  The experts tell us that the parent who abuses his child was oftentimes himself an abused child.  The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.

In fact, isn’t that one of the main doctrines of the Christian faith, the belief that we are all born with original sin?  That there is something in our very nature that is broken and thus we make the wrong choices.
Some of us are old enough to remember those old Tom and Jerry cartoons from our childhood.  Remember that miniature devil and angel that would appear, one on each of the shoulders of Tom the cat? The devil, of course, would try to encourage Tom to do the wrong thing; the angel trying to persuade him to do the right thing.  But who always won?  The devil, right?
It is because of original sin that the devils always have a leg up on the better angels of our nature.  The angel-and-devil-on-the-shoulders motif seems to tell us that we have a choice.  But damned if we don’t always make the same choice…and not the good one, either!

Back in the 1930’s, the English writer Rebecca West toured Yugoslavia.  At a “biological museum” she and her husband came across a stuffed two-headed calf in a glass case.  One of its two heads was lovely and well-formed, but the other was hideous.
The caretaker of the museum told them that the calf had lived for two days and would have been alive still had it not been for its nature.  And then he explained:  when they fed milk to the calf through its beautiful head, its ugly head spit the milk out, so no food got into its stomach and it died.

Rebecca West commented:  to have two heads, one that looks to the right and another that looks to the left, one that is carved by grace and another that is not, the one that wishes to live and the other that does not; this was an experience not wholly unknown to human beings.  In fact, West and her husband, as they pressed their faces against the glass case to stare at the two-headed calf, noticed that their own reflections were superimposed on the calf.

The world was reminded of the tremendous witness of Alexander Solzhenitsyn when he died this past August.  Do you remember the story of how Solzhenitsyn came to Christian faith in the Soviet Gulag, the concentration camp, when he watched one of the prison guards who habitually mistreated the prisoners.  And Solzhenitsyn realized that, given the same power in the same circumstances, he himself would surely have behaved with equal cruelty.  And the psychologists have done studies to show that that is true of many of us!
But remember Solzhenitsyn’s amazing line from his Gulag Archipelago that the line separating good and evil passes not through states, nor between classes, nor between political parties either – but right through every human heart.
Back to the Hebrew proverb:  The fathers have eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge.  As unfair, as unjust as it all seems, there is some truth to that proverb.  We can recognize it.  And so could the people of Ezekiel’s day.  After all, they were sitting there, in exile, in Babylon – but it wasn’t their fault!  It was the fault of their fathers!  It was their fathers who hadn’t listened to the warnings of the prophet Jeremiah against unholy alliances with Egypt.  So Babylon invaded, destroyed the Temple, and sent the folks packing off into exile.  

And that’s where we find the people of Israel in our First Lesson this morning:  in exile, in Babylon, wailing and bemoaning their fate.  “But there’s nothing we can do about it.  You know the old saying, ‘The fathers have eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge.’  Woe is me!”

In that situation of despair, the prophet Ezekiel comes with good news from the Lord:  What do you mean by repeating this proverb concerning the land of Israel, ‘The parents have eaten sour grapes and the children’s teeth are set on edge.’  As I live, says the Lord God, this proverb shall not be used by you in Israel.  Ezekiel comes to those people and he brings them a word of hope.
Now let’s make sure that we understand correctly what that word of hope is.  Ezekiel doesn’t deny the connection that exists between one generation’s sin and the next generation having to live with the consequences of that sin.  Nor is he denying the truth of what came to be the Church’s doctrine of original sin, that we are all tainted by evil and brokenness.

No, Ezekiel accepts the reality of that, but he goes on to proclaim the good news that that is not God’s final Word on the matter.  God is definitely not some kind of ogre who actually enjoys being cruel.  God does not take fiendish delight in ricocheting his punishment from one generation to the next.
Not at all!  God has a new deal for his people.  And it’s a gracious deal, a word of hope.  “I have no pleasure in the death of anyone,” says the Lord God.  “I want people to be saved.  I want you to be saved.  My door is always open, including for you exiles.  The covenant has not been abandoned, the promise of life has not been withdrawn.  So change your ways, and I’ll show you just how lavish I can be!”

It’s the good news that God does not keep a balance sheet!  Not:  “Well, let’s see….the sins of the great-grandfather plus the sins of the grandfather plus the sins of the father….hmmmm…quite a burden there.  Sorry, Charlie!”
And the good news is even better than that.  God does not only not keep a balance sheet on the generations, he doesn’t even keep a balance sheet on individuals.  “Hmmmm, Tom Renquist.  Let’s see…43 acts of disobedience; 26 acts of righteousness.  Sorry, Tom, too many debits!”

God does not deal with us that way.  But instead, he offers to each one of us, at any point in our lives, the opportunity to change.  It’s the possibility for repentance, for changing your mind, for changing your world.   It’s the always present possibility for a new start.  “Turn, then, and live!” our God says to us.
And the seal of this good news, the confirmation of this good news, took place some 600 years after Ezekiel when God’s Son, Jesus Christ, died on the cross, taking all of our sins with him and taking those sins away.  

What could be a more beautiful word of hope for our despairing world today?  Because your parents physically abused you as a child, it doesn’t mean that you have to physically abuse your own children.  You have the possibility of a fresh start.  You can break out of that cycle.  
That’s the word of hope to the farmer’s son who looks across his father’s cornfield and wonders if there is going to be any topsoil left for his children and his grandchildren to farm.  There is the possibility to change.  Farming does not have to be destructive; the cycle of soil erosion can be stopped.

Or here’s an example from our country’s past.  150 years ago, the despair might have been worded this way:  “My grandpappy had slaves, my daddy had slaves, and I’ve got slaves.  It’s the economic system – it’s based on slavery.  I may not like it, but I’m trapped.”  The word of hope was – and it came to pass – things didn’t have to be that way.  They could be changed.

Now I’m sure that all of you are perceptive enough to realize that this Word of God is not only a word of grace, not only a word of hope; but it’s also a word of responsibility.  God constantly is offering us the gracious possibility of new beginnings.  God’s arms are always open, the opportunity is always there, but we need to reach out and grab a hold of it.

Our fathers and mothers may have eaten sour grapes…..and our teeth, too, are set on edge.  That’s the bad news:  human beings are sinners.  But God’s good news can take the bitter taste out of our mouths.  The good news is that only sinners can be saved.
Just so.
