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XIII Pentecost (Proper 21), Matthew 21:23-32 

 

 

Come Holy Spirit, and enkindle in the hearts of your faithful the fire of your Love.  Amen. 

 

 As a teenager in my Shreveport driveway, I played no less than a thousand imaginary 

basketball games against imaginary Southeastern Conference competition, and in every single 

one of those contests I starred as LSU’s six-foot-one pointguard from Gulfport, Mississippi: 

Chris Jackson.i  In 1989, Jackson averaged 30.2 points per game – an NCAA freshman recordii – 

and as much as I admire Steph Curry’s game, that former Davidson star has nothing on #35 in 

the purple-and-gold.  Quicker to the rim than his contemporary counterpart, Jackson would pull 

up from anywhere on the court with perfect form, and if a thousand years from now future 

historians study the art of the free throw, those academics will review footage of Jackson and 

regard the beauty of his swish as one experiences the brushstrokes of da Vinci.iii 

 By that time, however, history likely will have forgotten completely what we barely 

remember of the athlete’s mortal background: born in abject poverty, Jackson and his two 

brothers suffered malnutrition throughout their elementary years, often subsisting on syrup 

sandwiches, sugar water, and coffee.iv  Making those years even more difficult, Jackson suffered 

with undiagnosed Tourette’s Syndrome.  A devout Baptist in his youth, Jackson recalls, “It took 

all of my power just to not twitch or yell out…I’d sit [in class], and pray, ‘God, don’t let me 

move, please don’t let me move.’”v 

 “He remembers often crying himself to sleep as a child, fearing something might be 

seriously wrong because of…the urges that gripped him [and] couldn’t be helped. [In 1994 he 

told the Los Angeles Times,] ‘By junior high…I figured it probably wasn’t life-threatening 

because I’d had it so long and hadn’t died yet.”vi  Consider the loneliness of that admission: 

while his peers fumbled through the confusion of acne and awkwardness, Chris Jackson starved 

and worried that his uncontrollable twitches portended death. 

 LSU Coach Dale Brown – a believer in the Sasquatch, an appreciator of the eccentric, 

and always a supporter of the underdog – remembered Jackson’s “well-thumbed” bible and 

remarked in those years, “He’s had every reason not to succeed,” yet, “He’s always been one of 

the most spiritual people I’ve ever known – just an amazing, sensitive kid.”vii 

 

 

 Now, consider the rising tensions in the Gospel of Matthew leading to Jesus’ exchange 

with the Temple leadership this morning.  At the outset of this chapter, Jesus enters Jerusalem 

with his followers shouting, “Hosanna to the Son of David!” while “the whole city was in 

turmoil, asking, ‘Who is this?’”viii  Jesus then enters the Temple, where the sacrificial system, 

blessed by the Temple’s leadership, had begun selling a blind eye rather than nurturing 

righteousness.  To press this point, Jesus hits the system in its pocketbooks.  He “[drives] out all 

who were selling and buying…and he [overturns] the tables of the moneychangers and the seats 

of those who sold doves, [saying to those he confronted], ‘My house shall be called a house of 

prayer, but you are making it a den of robbers.”ix 
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 After these very public displays, Jesus wisely spends the night out of town (in Bethany), 

but he reenters Jerusalem and the Temple the very next day.  Upon this second entry, the 

religious leadership has had enough, and they are ready for the zealot.  As described at the outset 

of this morning’s Gospel appointment, the “chief priests and elders of the people” lie in wait for 

Jesus and immediately they confront him. 

 Significantly, these leaders neither counter the crowd’s identification of Jesus as 

“Hosanna,” the “one who comes in the name of the Lord”…nor do these leaders challenge Jesus’ 

condemnation of the sacrificial system and his overturning of the tables.x  Instead, the religious 

leadership question Jesus’ authority: this is classic, crossover-dribble, misdirection politics: if 

you can’t win on the issues, then avoid the issues…and if you don’t want to hear the prophecy, 

then attack the prophet. 

 

 

 In the summer of 1989, I attended LSU’s basketball camp, and on the first day, I met 

Chris Jackson.  Blinking furiously and twitching his neck, he sat behind a table and beside Coach 

Brown, signing everything every one of us wide-eyed boys brought before him.  I had him sign 

the Sports Illustrated featuring him on the cover, and that autographed magazine now sits on the 

top shelf of my office bookcase here at Good Shepherd, just as it has graced the walls and 

shelves of every bedroom, dorm room, and living room where I have lived since high school. 

 As camp continued, I would spot Jackson at the margins of the program, walking with 

crutches and an orthopedic boot on his lower leg.  One afternoon after most of the campers had 

cleared out for the student union, I stayed in the Pete Maravich Assembly Center – still awed to 

be standing there at all – and practiced free throws.  Chris Jackson hobbled into the building, 

apparently looking around for someone.  Without saying a word, he came to my basket and 

leaning on his crutch, retrieved my makes as they went through the hoop, and, with one hand, 

passed them back to me.  After three or four shots, a trainer called to Jackson.  He nodded his 

head in my direction and left the building.  I did not see him again, but, thereafter, was pretty 

sure my first child would be named Christopher Jackson Allen. 

 

 The Denver Nuggets drafted Jackson #3 overall in the 1990 NBA draft, and, from the 

outset, he struggled: he struggled to fit into Paul Westhead’s offensive system, and he struggled 

to fit into the league’s culture.  On the court, he played thirty-pounds heavy (the result of a 

change in his Tourette’s medication) and carrying that extra weight, he re-injured his foot.  Off 

the court, “While his teammates slept off hangovers and ushered groupies from their hotel 

rooms, Jackson made a point of touring ghettos and [met] the Muslim activists [serving there].  

He did [this] in Oakland, Washington, D.C, Philadelphia, and Harlem.  In his hotel room and at 

home, he talked about the plight of black men in America, the reasons why so many shirked the 

responsibility of fatherhood [– as his father had – and] why so many landed behind prison 

gates.”xi 

 Then, about the time I headed off to college, I read that Chris Jackson was no more: he 

had converted to Islam and changed his name to Mahmoud Abdul-Rauf.  Years later, he would 

explain of this second name that “he consulted two imams at the Colorado Muslim Society.  

‘One of them says, you will be “Mahmoud,” and the other says, “Abdul-Rauf”…[The 

combination of which means ‘elegant and praiseworthy, most merciful, most kind.’  He laughs 

and explains,]  “I really think one of guy’s name was Mahmoud and the other was Abdul-Rauf.  

[But] I said, “Okay, sounds good.” 
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 Back in Jerusalem, Jesus sees through the distraction of the Pharisees’ question of his 

authority, and he responds, “‘I will also ask you one question; if you tell me the answer, then I 

will also tell you by what authority I do these things.  Did the baptism of John come from 

heaven, or was it of human origin?’  They argued with one another, ‘If we say, “From Heaven,” 

he will say to us, “Why then did you not believe him.”  But if we say, “Of human origin,” we are 

afraid of the crowd; for all regard John as a prophet.”  So they said, ‘We do not know.’”xii 

 The chief priests and elders take Jesus’ bait and double-down on their refusal of self-

reflection.  They do not discuss what might be true regarding John’s baptism or their 

responsibility as religious leaders!  Rather, they strategize how to avoid acknowledging either 

Jesus or his cousin as legitimate authorities and to stay out of trouble with the crowds who press 

in on them.  They show concern for themselves and little else, their “We don’t know” response 

standing as a cop-out of epic proportion. 

 

 

 The new convert, Mahmoud Abdul-Rauf found that his new faith’s guardrails and 

directives channeled his Tourette’s urges and OCD, perfectionist inclinations.xiii  He shed his 

extra weight, and had his best season in the league.  In one game (now YouTube-famous) he 

obliterated future Hall-of-Famer John Stockton, stymying the pointguard’s offense and lighting 

him up for 51 points, and he went toe-to-toe with Michael Jordan, combining for 71 points 

against (arguably) the greatest NBA player of all time, who was fully seven-inches taller than he.  

Abdul-Rauf won the league’s “Most Improved Player” award, and he signed a lucrative contract 

extension. 

 Ten years after he was traded from the Nuggets, a 2007 article in a Denver magazine 

recalls, “Meanwhile, Abdul-Rauf’s faith drove a wedge between him and his team…He observed 

the month-long fast of Ramadan – dropping from 163 to 147 pounds – right in the middle of the 

NBA season. 

 “‘I loved him,’ [new head coach Dan Issel said.]  ‘I was so proud of how he turned things 

around on the court, but I didn’t fully understand his religion and why he was doing the things he 

was doing…Sometimes I’d see him out there and I wished that I had that Baptist boy from 

Mississippi.”xiv 

 

 Then, in 1995 – more than twenty years before Colin Kaepernick or anyone else – Abdul-

Rauf “informed the Nuggets that he no longer wanted to stand for the National Anthem…that 

[the devotion] was [a] ‘nationalistic ritual’…and that for him to [stand] would be a sin.” 

 “The NBA advised the Nuggets to handle Abdul-Rauf’s decision discretely.  None of his 

teammates mentioned it to the media.  After the song would end, he’d walk to the bench, get 

pregame instructions, and play.  The silent protest went unnoticed, even during the few days he 

had begun trotting out with the team and stretching.”  However, the efforts for discretion failed, 

and word seeped out of his protest. 

 Following a local beat writer’s report, the NBA suspended Abdul-Rauf indefinitely.  

However, the league office reached a compromise with the pointguard – he would stand for the 

anthem, but be allowed to bow his head in prayerxv – and the suspension lasted only one contest.  

Even so, the press excoriated Abdul-Rauf, and the nation’s judgment would persist much longer 

than a single game. 
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 Just as he emerged as a star, he left the league to play overseas in Turkey, a decision and 

a location in which his faith played no small role.xvi  Returning two years later to restart his NBA 

career with the Vancouver Grizzlies, he also made plans to return to his native Mississippi.  He 

decided to build a home in Gulfport, but vandals spray-painted “KKK” on its frame during its 

construction, and, before Abdul-Rauf spent a night in the property, arsonists burned it to the 

ground. 

 

 

 In a country born of revolutionaries, I suspect every one of us can tell a story about our 

proudly – or shamefully – bristling against authority, and our culture still affirms that rebellious 

spirit: from James Dean to Angus Young, Madonna to Lady Gaga, we Americans enjoy drafting 

the rebellious exploits of others, even while we live more ordinary, obedient lives at home.  

From my childhood fealty to my more critical, adult perspective, then, Chris Jackson and 

Mahmoud Abdul-Rauf leave for me an ambivalent legacyxvii: he lived in search of freedom – 

from poverty and his own neurology – only to choose the confines of a zealot’s rigor; he sought 

solidarity with the poor and spoke truth to power, only to reveal an uncomfortable affinity for 

conspiracy theories and a questionable naivete about his complicity in the conflicts that have 

defined his adult life.xviii  Yet, as recent headlines have recalled for me the coming-of-age story 

of this young man from Gulfport, Mississippi, the Gospel roils my heart, asking: With whom 

would the King of Kings stand? 
 

 Would Jesus stand with the child sequestered in special-education classes and failing the 

Fourth Grade, or with the bigoted racists who burned down his home? 
 

 Would Jesus stand with the struggling young-adult of just twenty-one years, who upon 

receiving a multi-million-dollar contract, nonetheless sought a righteous path, or would the Lord 

side with the hedonism of his teammates? 
 

 Most dangerously, would Jesus stand with the convert – no matter his particular 

profession – who did what he believed his faith required, or with the fans and media who 

persecuted him for it? 

 

 In the light of this morning’s Gospel appointment, these considerations get no easier.  

Recall: the Temple authorities do not argue the fidelity of Jesus’ prophetic ministry…the leaders 

do not argue the propriety of Jesus’ preaching to upend the powerful from their gluttonies and 

judgments…rather, their antagonism expresses only their unwillingness to engage the 

brokenness of their own hearts, and their refusal to honor their call as servant leaders.  As Jesus’ 

confronts those chief priests, challenging the very religious and political systems the elders 

protect in order to maintain their authority, Jesus confronts the hardness of my heart…and the 

hardness at the heart of the Church…and the broken heart of this world, along with all its 

structures contrary to the mercies of our Creator. 

 Social-media bullying, talk-radio fomenting, and professional-athletes’ arm-locking – all 

controversies and responses conceived from the lap of luxury – are nothing more than that same 

crossover-dribble distraction of the Pharisees, and every moment we commit energy to the 

polemics surrounding those sideshows, we bless the status-quo and respond to Jesus’ challenge, 

“We do not know, Lord…Lord, we do not know.” 

  

 People of God, don’t indulge the distraction! 
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 Don’t empower the distractors! 
 

 If we long for reform, then let the reformation begin with our hearts; if the spark of 

rebellion burns within us and we want for more honorable authorities, then let us become more 

honorable ourselves and rebel against all those desires that draw us from the love of God; and if 

we hunger for righteous, then let us become those righteous of God who labor always in the 

name of the Father, and the Son, and the Holy Spirit. 

 Amen. 

i In the mystery of the Lord’s grace, I give thanks that God directed me to focus on LSU’s basketball history before 

the Tiger football team would suffer ignominious defeat to Troy University this weekend.  Of Coach Orgeron’s 

gridiron prospects, I say: “Lord, have mercy.” 
 

ii Notably, freshmen were not allowed to play varsity-level, NCAA basketball and football until 1972. Therefore, 

another LSU great – the singular, “Pistol” Pete Maravich – owns the records for highest average per game in one’s 

sophomore, junior, and senior seasons (43.8, 44.2, and 44.5, respectively), as well as the most points scored for a 

career (3,677), despite playing only those three years and before the advent of the three-point line. 
 

iii Here is Abdul-Rauf at age 43, shooting 104 three-pointers(ish) in less than six minutes…and making 104: 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jkoSy-5Z6U0. 
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