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 “The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on edge.” That old 

saying doesn’t come from divine inspiration; it’s not some esoteric spiritual insight. It is a basic 

human truth. We are all the products of our upbringing. What happens to one generation 

redounds to the next and the next. Have you ever looked in a mirror and seen your father or 

mother staring back at you? Or have you ever said something to one of your kids that sounded 

exactly like what your parents said to you? One of my favorite commercials has a therapist 

whose job is to help young homeowners not become their parents: when a guy kibbitzes as his 

plumber is fixing the sink, the therapist says, “he knows what he’s doing; you hired him.” And 

when another guy is reading a coffee table book, he asks, “Who else likes to read about 

submarines?” the answer: “My dad….” 

 

 We know that’s true about the good and positive things we inherit from our parents, but 

it’s also true about the negative things. Behaviors that we see and learn as children are carried 

into our adulthood and passed on to our children. Family systems theory says we’re all connected 

in that way and we can’t just walk away from our origins. And maybe the people around Ezekiel 

felt the same way. They may have blamed their parents for the exile in Babylon, for behaviors 

that led to their misery. Recognizing that can be an important insight. The process of healing 

from our current condition begins by understanding its source. Part of recovering from an 

addiction is looking back at the messages a person has received from their parents.  

 

 But that can’t be where it stops. Looking back is just a first step. Ezekiel receives a word 

from God to stop using that phrase and encouraging the people to wallow in self-pity. They are 

responsible for their own actions, no matter what brought them to their current condition. How 

they deal with it from here is what counts. What they do to correct the mistakes of their ancestors 

depends on them and the choices they make. And that’s good news. It means they aren’t destined 

to repeat the mistakes of their parents. They can change; they can repent and follow a different 

path for their future.  

 

 That’s not just good news for them. It’s also good news for us. On a personal level it 

means each of us is more than our upbringing. We can move beyond what we’ve learned, even 

unlearn it entirely, and create a different future for ourselves. For people who have been raised in 

a context of addiction or abuse, that’s the best news imaginable. We don’t carry the guilt of our 

parents. We don’t have to be like them.  

 

 And on a collective level it means our society isn’t destined to continue suffering from 

the mistakes and sins of our forebears. Recently there’s been a controversy over teaching the 

history of our country and how to frame it. The 1619 Project looks to that year, 400 years ago, as 

the watershed moment in our history when slavery was established and white supremacy became 



a foundational principle in our culture. Our parents ate the sour grapes of bigotry and we children 

are still experiencing the bitterness of it. Dismantling institutional racism will take generations 

but it begins by admitting our past and how it’s influenced us. One of the arguments against the 

idea of reparations for enslaving Black people is no one living today is directly responsible for it. 

But repentance requires something of us. It may take many forms, but some kind of reparation is 

needed if we’re going to move past our current condition and begin to heal.  

 

 And regardless of our upbringing, what we’ve been taught, we cannot escape the reality 

that we are responsible for our actions. We are not trapped by our history. We can change things. 

I think that’s what Jesus is trying to say in this exchange with the chief priests and elders. 

They’re concerned with authority. They want to know where Jesus gets his. He very cleverly 

dodges their question, but then he puts them on the spot. His parable is a thinly veiled critique of 

their leadership. He’s accusing them of giving lip service to Torah, to what justice requires, and 

challenging them to enter God’s kingdom instead. But they’ve inherited an addiction to self-

preservation and power and can’t accept his invitation. 

 

 And it really is an invitation. This isn’t entirely a story about judgement. If prostitutes 

and tax collectors can find their way to change, then so can the priests and elders. It’s all a matter 

of figuring out what to hold onto and what to let go. That’s the secret of moving forward. For the 

Israelites in exile it meant holding onto the promise of Torah and life lived in communion with 

God and letting go of guilt and shame, disappointment and fear. For the chief priests and elders it 

meant holding onto their tradition of justice and compassion and letting go of ego and pride.  

 

 So what about you? What of your past should you hold onto and what must you let go? 

For me, personally, with a parent who struggled for many years with addiction, it’s meant 

holding onto memories of love and laughter and an inexhaustible intellectual curiosity that 

appreciated beauty and humor and nuance. And it’s meant letting go of resentment and 

disappointment, anger and grief. Folks, we all have stuff we inherited from the people who raised 

us that we need to let go. And, God willing, we can all find something important to hold onto 

that’s shaped us in profound ways and made us better for it.  

 

 That’s the good news Ezekiel declares to the people and God delivers to us in Christ. No 

matter how desperate our lives might feel right now, all is not lost. We can change. We can 

repent. We can turn away from despair and enter God’s kingdom of healing and hope. It’s in us 

to do that because we are God’s own and this journey is not done. So, what will your next step 

be? 

 

Amen 


