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Walking the talk 
Matthew 21:23-32

Let me tell you a true story. It’s about a young man from a very remote part of Ethiopia, the Omo Valley. It is a world 
removed from electricity. In the days when our story begins, there was no education or even basic health care. Even now, 
National Geographic has called this “Africa’s Last Frontier.”

This young man’s name is Lale Labuko. Young Lale’s life took a sharp turn when Swedish missionaries visited his village. 
They recognized in Lale a spark of curiosity and intellect beyond his years. They convinced Lale’s father, a man who had 
never been out of the region, to make his son the first person to leave the village to be educated. You may have heard 
the tall tales of parents who walked five miles to school, barefoot in the snow, uphill both ways. Well, this is no tall tale, 
but a true one. Lale more than “walked the walk:” he walked 65 kilometers to a school far from home and far from any-
thing he knew. His eyes were opened to the benefits of education, and to Christianity. And he began to carry the mes-
sages he learned each year back to his village.

When he was 15, he returned to the village for a school holiday and watched as a child was torn from its mother’s arms 
and thrown into the Omo River. He stood, stunned, as the small body floated in the current and people returned to their 
daily activities.

Later that day, his mother explained “mingi” to her horrified son. Mingi, she explained, is defined in certain tribes in 
Ethiopia, including the Kara and Hamar people of the Omo Valley, as being ritually impure. Children are deemed mingi 
for a variety of reasons, including, among others, being born to an unwed mother, being a twin, having the upper baby 
teeth grow in before the lower, or chipping a tooth in childhood. Mingi children are killed by being left in the wilderness 
to be preyed on by animals, or by being drowned in the Omo River. They can be killed in early infancy or later in child-
hood when these events occur. The tribes that follow the traditional mingi practices believe that failure to eliminate these 
“impure,” “cursed” children will bring famine and disease to their people.

Having been influenced by the spiritual values of the Swedish missionaries years before and the knowledge gained in his 
schooling, Lale realized that these children did not deserve to be denied a full life. He saw that, although he respected 
and cherished his tribe’s culture, it was his generation’s turn to save their own children from being killed out of supersti-
tious fear. He is now 27. The rest of his life has been spent continuing his education, while simultaneously gaining the 
trust of the elders of his tribe, whose help he would need to spread his message about the end of mingi. Working with 
an American photographer and philanthropist, John Rowe, who is helping spread the word in the US, he has established 
two homes where rescued mingi children can be cared for, educated and taught about Christ.

Lale is now in the United States, leaving behind a wife and two young children, to attend college. Lale, indeed, is “walking 
the walk.”

In Africa, the churches of many denominations are packed, even though some people must walk more than an hour to 
get to service. Their lives are far from easy, quite the opposite. They face many difficulties because they are often mini-
mally educated, if at all, and do not have enough food, water or adequate health care. Yet they are a joyful people, filled 
with the Spirit. You can hear and feel their joy in their singing and dancing. They live the words in Ephesians 5:18b-20:

Be filled with the Spirit, as you sing songs and hymns and spiritual songs among yourselves,

singing and making melody to the Lord in your hearts, giving thanks to God at all times

for everything in the name of our Lord, Jesus Christ.

Many of us who have experienced this kind of worship have been awed by the depth of faith and joy in worshiping God. 
As with poor people in many places, including this country, they

contribute a larger proportion of their income than people who have much more. They are “walking the talk.”

Some people believe that many churches in this country have made a big mistake by not demanding more. They believe 
– and psychological research supports them — that people things that costs them. Why do you think Marines say, “Once 
a Marine, always a Marine; Semper Fi”? To these critics, many churches in this country have become soft because church 
members are allowed to espouse and do – or not do – almost anything. As a result, the Jesus of the Scriptures, who val-
ued the poor, the sick, the outcast, the one who chased the money changers out of the temple, has been reshaped to fit 
any passing fad. Obscure Scripture verses are taken out of context to fit any prejudice, any passing fad.

In Matthew, Jesus responded to his critics, the religious leaders of his day. They were appalled that he is a friend to sin-
ners: tax collectors and prostitutes. He told them a story about a man who had two sons.



In this story, the father asks the sons to go to the vineyard to work. Many of Jesus’ stories are set in vineyards. In Bibli-
cal times, vineyards provided grapes for the table and for wine, because clean drinking water often was scarce. Several 
times, Jesus tells stories of the need of workers for the vineyards.

One son says, “I go, sir,” but does not go. The other says, “I won’t go,” but changes his mind. Jesus is implying that his 
critics were like the first son. They confessed with their lips, saying all the right things, but did not act and answer the call 
to serve. When Jesus asked them, “Who did the will of the father?” they were silent, and in that silence passed judgment 
upon themselves.

Generally speaking, there are four ways people respond to a request. That goes for church people as well. Some say, “I 
will,” and do it; others say, “I won’t” and don’t. Those are forthright. But we also know, all too often, of people who say, “I 
will,” and don’t. Finally, there are those who say “no,” but later change their minds and get involved. These, the ones who 
say, “I will,” and do, and those who say, “I won’t,” but later change their minds and get involved, are those who “walk the 
talk.”

Yes, there are those in society, and in the church, who are like the son who said “yes,” but then didn’t go into the vine-
yard. These often are nice, well-intentioned people. They don’t argue or give anybody any problem. They just “forget,” or 
procrastinate until it’s too late. Getting them to do anything is, as the saying goes, like pulling teeth. They may have other 
priorities but want to avoid conflict or criticism. They say what the other person wants to hear, but take the easy way out.

God, and, indeed, the world, is looking for those who live His values of love and justice, whose words and actions match. 
Those of us who are Christians are called not only to believe in Christ, but to follow Him, even if it means swimming 
against the tide. It may means to follow the narrow path. We’ve heard it said that the “seven last words of the Church” 
are “we’ve never done it that way before.” Jesus heralded in a very different way of acting; it many ways a new way. We 
are called to follow Him.

The writer of James says very clearly that faith without works is dead. The Good Samaritan is good because, when the 
powerful and supposedly righteous moved to the other side of the road, he saw the stranger in need and responded. 
Words can be empty promises when actions show our true selves, when we fail to “walk the talk.”

So often, we know in our hearts what is good, what our priorities should be, but we fail to heed Jesus’ commandments to 
help those less fortunate. We have other gods. We know the Bible tells us to love and care for these, to give generously, 
but, heck, that might mean that we might have to give up some luxuries. (Does anyone really need a $2,000 coat?)

Jesus makes the point in today’s Gospel that God is closer to sinners than to religious people who say all the right things 
but do not act on their faith. He is calling on the Pharisees, the religious leaders of his day, to repent. He warns them that 
prostitutes and tax collectors are the ones who know that it is God who can change their hearts and deeds and lift them 
to a new life.

In today’s Gospel, God reminds us of our limitations, but reminds us that his grace is there for us, sinners that we all are. 
It’s true, many church people – and others – have gone through difficulties and heartache, but still have “walked the talk.” 
I’ll bet you could come up with some names of people like this if I asked you. Despite their own woes, they have been 
able to give thanks and keep hope, even in the darkest of days. And, by the way, there is a saying that goes, “If you think 
‘I’m only one person, what difference can I make?’” remember what it is like to be shut up in a room at night with one 
mosquito.

To go back to the story with which I began, Lale has been, indeed, a “voice crying in the wilderness,” but his cries have 
been heard. He is making a difference, saving children and, in the process, beginning to change a culture. And I can tell 
you, those kids have joy in their hearts. What’s more, Lale had brought John and many others into the world of these 
children, and this has given those who heard the talk and then walked it, including me, great joy.

This story of the two sons and the story of the Omo Child Foundation invite us to take stock of our lives, of what we 
value most. Are we willing to “walk the talk,” to trust in God’s grace and give in grateful thanks? Can we be a voice for the 
disenfranchised and a safe haven for those at sea in their lives?

The well-known picture of Christ knocking at the door can be interpreted in two ways. Is he knocking to come in, or is he 
knocking for us to come out into the world to live with him. I think both are correct. We need Christ in us in order to live 
for Him in the world. Christ asked his critics, “What do you think?” Now I ask it of you.

Amen.
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