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“Imitate This” 
 

There was an era when Sunday nights in America saw millions tuned into The Ed Sullivan 

Show. On that famous stage, you might see an opera singer, circus acrobats, or a little 

mouse puppet named Topo Gigio.  Elvis Presley swiveled his hips on that stage teenagers 

swooned over The Beatles.   
 

There were also some gifted comedians who did remarkable impersonations of celebrities 

and politicians from across the spectrum.  Some of the political parodies on that stage 

were truly edgy, but you know the old saying – imitation is a form of flattery. 
 

Thing is…on the stage of real life, impersonation and imitation are very different things.i  
 

Impersonation is to pretend to be someone else, not for purposes of entertainment, but for 

reasons of deception. That is why, in legal terms, impersonation is a crime. In contrast, 

imitation is to model oneself or pattern one’s way of life after the manner of a deeply 

respected or revered person.  
 

Big difference there.  
 

As Christians, we are called into the imitation of Christ – to model and pattern our way of 

life after his way of life.  By our language and choices, in small things and large, personal 

and public, we are called to follow his teaching directly into the heart of social justice and 

radical compassion.  This is what we vowed in our baptism, a vow we have repeated at 

every baptism we have witnessed ever since.  
 

Thing is, for many, vowing to follow the Way of Jesus is far more appealing in theory 

than in practice.  With that, each of us must answer a key question:   
 

Are we truly imitating the Christ 

 or are we merely impersonating him?  
 

Today’s Gospel brings us into related tensions.  In response to a challenge by the chief 

priests and scribes, Jesus asks them to name the source of all authority – God or human?  

If they say God, they must explain why they don’t follow.  If they say human, they deny 

that their own prophets were divinely inspired.  Ever the politicians, they hedge their 

bets, mindful that any answer they give will offend one constituency or another. 
 

Jesus responds with a parable about a man who sends two sons to work in his vineyard.  

The first says that he won’t go, but eventually he does. The second says he will go, but 

never does.  This makes them uneasy, as Jesus implies that they are like that second son. 

They preach the faith and proclaim the tradition, but they do not live it.    
 

It is impersonation, not imitation.   
 



 

As Christians, we tend to hedge our bets, too.  We pledge in our baptism to walk the Way 

of Jesus, but we are more likely to follow those first-century leaders (or 21st century 

leaders,), those who claim to be governed by Christian principle, but who only 

impersonate, rather than imitate, the Way of Christ.    
 

This was keenly observed by the Mahatma Gandhi, who reportedly told a missionary: 
 

I do like your Christ, but I do not always like your Christians. 

Your Christians can be so unlike your Christ. 
 

St. Paul gets at this, too, exhorting us to have the “mind of Christ,” especially toward the 

poor, the outcast, and the oppressed – those for whom the Way of Love was a distant 

dream...and is still a distant dream in a world with so much suffering and wrong, 

including right here at home.  

 

I know we hold varying views on the underlying causes and best solutions for such 

issues, but no matter what channels or media we follow, no matter what causes we 

support, no matter which public figures we trust or politicians we believe have true 

integrity, we are called as a Christian people to align our own words, behavior, and 

choices with the tenets of our faith.   
 

In all the ways we set our priorities, pledge our allegiance, vote our conscience, and 

allocate our resources, we are called to imitate the Christ. 
 

And if we don’t, well, then we may be more like that son in the parable who says, “Yes, 

Father, I will work in your vineyard” but who proves his promise to be empty when he 

never does the work.   Jesus makes clear that it is far better and perhaps ultimately more 

faithful, to boast and proclaim far less and actually do much more.   
 

Those first-century leaders who tried to hedge their bets, avoid accountability, and have 

it both ways, likely loved the stage and well have been applauded by many, but we must 

take great care not to mimic them…because that kind of adulation ultimately exacts a 

steep price from the human soul and spirit.   
 

And just what is the price of such unfaithfulness?  You tell me…  
 

I will say this: It is not a benign thing for us, who call ourselves Christian, to content 

ourselves with impersonating the Christ, when we are, in fact, called to imitate him... 
 

…on the stage of this 21st century American life. 
 

Amen.  

 

 
 

i ref: Gilberto Collazo (Feasting on the Word; Year A, Proper 21) 


