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Letters to Liam, No. 6: True Courage 
by Rev. Lance Armstrong O’Donnell, Senior Pastor 

St. Paul’s Lutheran Church 
Oconomowoc, Wisconsin 

 

The 5th Sunday in Lent 

3 April, A.D. 2022 
Isa 43.16-21; Ps 126; Phil 3.4b-14; Lk 20.9-20 

 
CCT: Jesus Christ’s life is “Thy will be done.” 

 
It is common for the world to heap great praise on those who detour from or deny the will 

of God. If you receive such praise, it is hard to resist, and Liam is discovering that. True 

courage, though, walks through the fog of defiance toward the light of God’s promise. 

Isaiah, though faith, saw the “new thing” of the Kingdom of God ahead of him (cf. Isa 

43.16-21), as did our fathers in the faith who sowed tears in exile while looking toward the 

eternal promised land (cf. Ps 126). St. Paul, too, knew this courage. Though a theological 

“prince” of his people, he considered all the trappings of that office excrement compared to 

the joy of knowing Christ (cf. Phil 3.4b-14). True courage, true faith, looks to Christ, who as 

the Great Son, entered the violent vineyard of our world in order to redeem it for us (cf. Lk 

20.9-10).  

 
4/3/2022. True Courage 

Isa 43.16-21: Remember not the former things… Behold, I am doing a new thing 

Ps 126: weeping will turn into joy 

Phil 3.4b-14: All that I had is “rubbish” compared to surpassing joy of knowing Christ 

Lk 20.9-20: The Parable of the Wicked Tenants 
 

_________________________________ 
 

This is my last “Letter to Liam,” at least for now. “Liam” is a literary 
creation, 21 years old, a conflation of many 20-somethings that I know. 

These are personal, pastoral letters wherein I meditate on the readings for 
the particular Sunday in Lent, but reflect that in a correspondence about the 

life that Liam and I are living.—Pastor Lance O’Donnell_+ 

_________________________________ 
 

 
“Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” 

(Phil 1.2) [Amen] 
 

Dear Liam, 
 

One of the great joys of observing you the last few years, and the last 
couple years, in particular, has been to see the growth in your confidence 

and self-understanding. I suspect that most of your friends—especially your 
“social media friends”—don’t know much about the challenges you grew up 

with. They see the increasingly confident young man, and many are inspired 
by you, and well they should be! You are becoming a man of action, of 
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compassion, of discipline and service, the type of man who lifts communities 
and reminds us of what we all know—deep down—that we’re meant to be.  

 
What I suspect most of these friends don’t see is the aquifer of pain and 

disappointment and confusion. Because I am aware of these, I am—
simultaneously—exultant in your growth... and concerned. 

 
You see, adulation is intoxicating. There’s a reason that our social media 

applications become addicting. We humans hunger for affirmation, and the 
applications we use, whether for consumption or friendship or 

companionship, feed off these. The algorithms know our cravings, and feed 
them. They don’t care whether these are healthy for us or not. The 

companies who own these applications need us to keep coming back, to 
collect our data, to know us, so that they can manipulate what we see and 

hear to collect more data and sell us more things, experiences, and feelings.  

 
You see, Liam, the good, the true, and the beautiful—that which comes from 

God—is most often not the easy way, the easy to understand, the easy to 
do. The crowd, whether on social media, or of our peers, or of the public, 

almost of necessity takes the easy way, and often the indulgent way. That 
way is almost never the “narrow way” of God. (cf. Mt 7.14) 

 
Beware, Liam, when everyone tells you how wonderful you are. As St. Peter 

says, “Be sober-minded; be watchful. Your adversary the devil prowls 
around like a roaring lion, seeking someone to devour.” (1 Peter 5:8, ESV) 

Any one who is truly concerned to live in truth and know the peace of God 
must keep in mind what we’re up against. It may not seem like it. They sun 

may be shining. People may be singing and rejoicing, eating, drinking, and 
being merry, oblivious to the flood warnings that have been flashing, 

oblivious to the evil that lurks outside us, and even inside us. Paul writes of 

this in Ephesians 6: 
 

“For we do not wrestle against flesh and blood, but against the rulers, 
against the authorities, against the cosmic powers over this present 

darkness, against the spiritual forces of evil in the heavenly places.” 
(Ephesians 6:12, ESV) 

 
Jesus knew this, of course. We find Him in Luke 20, not swept up in the 

adulation of the Palm Sunday crowds, but in the Temple precincts, wrestling 
with the agents of unbelief, the chief priests and scribes and elders, in His 

magnificent attempts to shock them with the truth, that they may repent 
and have life in His Name.  
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To them He tells what we call the “Parable of the Wicked Tenants.” A 
vineyard owner hires people—tenants—to tend the vineyard for him while he 

is away in another country. He owns the place, so the standard business 
arrangement is that they get their fair share for managing the farm, and the 

owner gets the profits. It’s a business. That’s the way it is. So, the 
landowner sends an employee to collect the profits. When the owner’s 

representative arrives the tenants beat the guy up and don’t pay him. Now, 
it sounds absurd, but that’s Jesus’ point. It’s one thing to not like the terms 

of your employment, one thing to not understand the owner’s business 
strategy, but it’s another thing entirely to steal the profits for yourself and 

abuse the accounts-payable representative who’s just doing his job.  
 

But in Jesus’ parable, that’s what these guys do. Three times. The owner’s 
servants represent the prophets whom God sent to the people again and 

again and again. The owner—who represents God in the parable—is 

flabbergasted. In the “world’s eyes” the landowner should’ve fired the 
tenants after the first go-‘round, but the parable shows how gracious and 

forbearing and wise he is. He’s going to give people a lot of room. He doesn’t 
seek conflict. He doesn’t want to prosecute. Rather, he desires for people to 

see how gracious he is and trust him so that they all can thrive. 
 

But these tenants—who represent the religious leaders—are evil. When the 
landowner sends the heir—his son—who represents Jesus in the parable—

they kill him. So, in Jesus’ parable, the wicked tenants get their reward. 
They not only lose their livelihood, they lose their lives. Justice is done.  

 
The chief priests and scribes and pharisees who opposed Jesus thought they 

could seize permanent possession of Israel if they got rid of Jesus, so they 
made arrangements to have Him killed. Their hearts were hard. They would 

not repent. They thought they were “good people” who could—basically—

earn God’s forgiveness and salvation. They would pick and choose which 
teachings of God they wanted to follow, and make excuses for what they 

didn’t. They didn’t want a Messiah—a Savior—who came to forgive sins and 
reconcile Jews and Gentiles—all people—to God. They didn’t want a Messiah 

who would transform the Roman Empire through kindness and acts of 
mercy. They wanted a Messiah to kill the Romans and wipe them off the face 

of the earth. They didn’t want the “new thing” that the LORD foretold 
through Isaiah. They clung to the “former things,” (Isa 12.18-19) and self-

righteously warped them, even though “the fulfillment of the ages” (cf. 1 Cor 
10.11) was right in front of them in Jesus Christ.  

 
What Jesus’ teachings revealed—ultimately—is that they worshipped 

themselves. They were self-righteous. This is what St. Paul—a pharisee of 
pharisees—realized about himself when the crucified and risen Jesus Christ 
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confronted him on the road from Jerusalem to Damascus: “. . . Saul, Saul, 
why are you persecuting me?” (Acts 9:4b, ESV) 

 
That moment on that wide road to Damascus was an inflection point for Saul 

of Tarsus. Would he, like so many zealous religionists before him, reject the 
Promise for the sake of the worldly glory that was before him?  He studied 

under the greatest Rabbi of his age, Gamaliel. He was zealous more than 
any of his generation for anti-Christ cause. Before him on that road to 

Damascus was the adulation of the highest in his society, clothed in religious 
glory, with material benefits far above all the common of his people. If he 

rejected Christ, all that glory and benefit was his.  
 

Liam, look at you. You are powerful, charismatic, intelligent, compassionate, 
a man of action and courage. And I suspect that I am just one of many 

representatives of God that have—and will—come to you. The time will 

come, Liam, and it may be sooner than you think. You will face an inflection 
point like that of Saul of Tarsus. Everything will stop. You will be thrown 

from your horse, as it were. Before you will be the wide road of worldly 
success, adulation, and self-righteousness, but there will be a narrow path to 

the side, difficult but intriguing. You will hear the voice of God from there, 
the Word of God in the Scriptures, the Word of Jesus. 

 
Dear Liam, I—like Saul—was thrown from my horse, but several times. To 

my own shame, I was very stubborn. But I see now that, like the landowner 
in Jesus’ parable, God was being patient with me. (cf. Lk 20; 2 Pet 3.9) He 

will pursue you to the end, Liam. He will not let go. You are baptized in the 
Name of the Father, and of the +Son and of the Holy Spirit. (Mt 28.19-20) 

You are buried and raised with Christ. (Rom 6.3-4) As Saul of Tarsus, 
otherwise known as the Apostle “Paul,” would later say: 

 

 
“The saying is trustworthy, for: If we have died with him, we will also 

live with him; if we endure, we will also reign with him; if we deny 
him, he also will deny us; if we are faithless, he remains faithful— for 

he cannot deny himself.” (2 Timothy 2:11–13, ESV) 
 

Liam, you have suffered much, have endured much through no fault of your 
own, but you know more now, and you are making your own decisions, 

some of which are clearly on the broad road and not on the narrow Way of 
Jesus. I suspect you will have much success on that road, but I pray—

whether in my lifetime or beyond—you will show true courage and confess 
with St. Paul: 
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“But whatever gain I had, I counted as loss for the sake of Christ. 
Indeed, I count everything as loss because of the surpassing worth of 

knowing Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of 
all things and count them as [excrement, a steaming, worthless pile of 

dung] in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having 
a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which 

comes through faith in Christ, the righteousness from God that 
depends on faith— that I may know him and the power of his 

resurrection, and may share his sufferings, becoming like him in his 
death, that by any means possible I may attain the resurrection from 

the dead.” (Philippians 3:7–11, ESV) [Amen] 
 

 
Your Cousin in Christ, 

Pastor Lance O’Donnell_+ 

 


