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By whose authority do we claim our identity? For some people this is a non-issue.  Their 
identity has never been questioned.  Their authority is a birthright and they have only 
ever been asked who they think they are as an academic or psychological exercise. 
For others every day they struggle with answering the question who do you think you 
are? And no matter how they answer someone will always find them lacking based on 
their gender, their age, their race, their socioeconomic status or other quality which 
marks them as marginalized.  
 
But in today's gospel when Jesus is asked this question by the chief priests and elders 
even though his authority is given by God, even though he has been named as God 
beloved son in the 3rd chapter of Matthew’s gospel, even though he has the best 
answer to those who question him Jesus does not respond to the inquisition.  Instead 
Jesus asks a question back.  
 
Who do you say John is? Where did his power come from?  
 
The interrogators discuss it amongst themselves and decide that there is no way to 
answer without causing more trouble for themselves- so their answer is that they do not 
know.  So Jesus tells them a parable.  
 
He tells the priests and elders of  two sons who are offered a place in the vineyard, one 
goes after saying he will not and finds the vineyard full of fruit, one does not go after 
saying he will and he is left wanting.  Jesus compares the first son to prostitutes and tax 
collectors, and the second son to the priests and elders.  Saying that those who 
recognize his authority are not those who necessarily say the right thing at first, but who 
have come to know and recognize him as someone with authority.  
 
The question of authority has always been one of interest to me I remember in 
undergraduate school at the University of Hartford before I had declared my Political 
Science major having a conversation with a professor over lunch about the difference 
between power and authority. My professor’s name was Maurice Ghanassia and he 
was a leader of the french resistance in WWII.  Maurice said that authority was asserted 
while power was earned.  That people like Mussolini and Hitler and Stalin were 



authoritarian leaders who lorded over the people, but Ghandi, Dr King and Jesus were 
powerful leaders who were loved and the people followed them freely. I think this might 
have been a simplified version of Machiavelli’s thesis from The Prince, but regardless of 
where it came from for nearly 2 decades now that understanding of power and authority 
has been hiding in the back of my mind.  
 
And I often find myself wondering by whose authority or under whose power any of us 
can claim to speak the Good News.  After all baptized Christians are called to represent 
Christ and his Church; to bear witness to him wherever they may be; and, according to 
the gifts given them, to carry on Christ's work of reconciliation in the world; and to take 
their place in the life, worship, and governance of the Church.  1

 
We are called to be like Jesus who loved those who followed him as well as those who 
challenged him.  He invited each of them into his fold- the tax collectors, the prostitutes, 
the priests and the elders.  He invited them and left the door open to them to recognize 
his God-given identity.  It was not for him to expose but for them to come to know.  
 
In a similar way we are called not to shout from the mountain tops and convert 
individuals to follow Jesus’ teaching through violence, through shame, or guilt or 
coercion.  Instead we are called to lead by example, as the quote which is often 
attributed to St Francis of Assisi famously puts it- Preach Christ at all times and when 
necessary use words.  It is not about explaining to those who question us why we 
should be given the respect we deserve as Children of God, but it is about showing 
them the power of God in all that we say and do, so that they come to know God’s love, 
God’s grace and God’s power through our actions, not our assertions.  
 
Jesus’ example for each of us is to love God with all our strength and heart and mind, 
and love our neighbor as ourselves.  This is the greatest way to demonstrate our power 
as members of the eternal body of Christ, the Church when people ask “Who do you 
think you are?” show them that you are a just person, a loving person, a forgiving 
person, because you are a Christian.  
 
Often times when folks outside the Church hear about Christians they think about our 
brothers and sisters who are quick to judge, fast to draw out scripture as a weapon 
against those who disagree with them, and who hide behind literalism instead of 
considering what the intent of scripture was and is in context.  We strive to love these 

1  Catechism, BCP 855 
 



siblings of ours from different traditions, but all the while we want to provide a gracious 
example of God’s love, God’s peace and God’s presence to all of the World.  
 
It is our understanding of God’s love and grace which gives us power, which gives us 
strength to stand up even to those who threaten us, those who beat us, those who 
demean us. It is not our role to assert authority over anyone or anything but to guide, 
protect and empower those who are marginalized.   Let us not ask one another who do 
you think you are, rather let us recognize one another as beloved children of God and 
respect the dignity of every human being.   Because if Jesus could refrain from 
asserting his authority when questioned and was instead able to use a moment of 
confrontation to lead towards The graceful kingdom of God shouldn't we endeavor to do 
the same.   For it is never our kingdom or power, and glory but always God’s for ever 
and ever Amen  


