26th Sunday Ordinary Time, Cycle. A-2. 2018
“A hypocrite is like a pin- it points one way and heads another”. Jesus’ teaching through the parables literally shakes up our assumptions and helps us to think and make decisions in life. His message in today’s Gospel is clear and perhaps threatens our complacency. In doing God’s will, it is better if we say we don’t want to do it and then change our minds and do it, than to claim we want to do God's will but then do little or do nothing about it. Here’s what it says: “Actions speak louder than words”, and don’t promise what you won’t deliver”.
We all know people who are superb with rhetoric and promises but seem to disappear when it comes to performance. Jesus addresses this parable to the Scribes and Pharisees who were precise about the law but in their daily lives did not show mercy and compassion God wanted. They are like the second son. Their words said, “Yes” but their lives said “no”. They are hypocrites to boot and like spineless jelly-fish, “yes” in words (doesn’t cost anything) but “no” in deeds.
Then, there were the outcasts who lived lives of sin but at John Baptist’s call to repentance, they changed. They represent the most heinous sinners of Jesus’ day- the tax collectors and prostitutes-Initially they said “no” to God, now they embraced the kingdom life. Like the First son, they ended up doing the Lord's will. That’s why Jesus cautions that tax collectors and sinners may have a better chance of entering the kingdom, because their actions demonstrate that their repentance was from the heart rather than words alone. So the Gospel is a solemn warning against any kind of self-righteousness because of our beliefs. Maintaining a title of “Christian” does not entitle us to enter the kingdom of God.
This Gospel passage is an indictment against having religious beliefs with no practical consequence, making promises we never honor, making resolutions we never keep and making plans we never fulfill. If we want to live more effectively, we have to put into effect the principles of effective living. If we claim to be followers of Christ, we need to consistently prove it with action beyond pious words and statement of intent. A person may be able to articulate a perfectly orthodox faith yet live as a functional atheist. Spouses show love not by words but by actions. We show our patriotism not by 4th of July sentiments but by our fulfilling all the responsibilities of citizenship such as voting, paying taxes and community involvement. We show our loyalty to our friends not by words but by standing by them in good times and in bad. Our actions, more truly than our words show what we really believe.
In all of us there is a gap between what we profess and how we live. We all can say with Paul in today’s Second Reading that Jesus is Lord, but is Jesus really the Lord of our life, of our financial life, our sexual life, our social life, our professional life, our work life, our private life and our family life? That is what conversion of life is all about. Conversion does not merely mean someone joining the Church, it also means a more thorough embrace of what Christianity means, and often it takes time to truly let Jesus to be the Lord of our life.
The parable of father and his two sons in the Gospel today is a deep challenge to all of us. The example of the first son who said "no” and then went and did the work in the Vineyard teaches us that a person's “no” can become a “yes”. Sometimes for all kinds of reasons, people distance themselves from the Lord and from the Church. Then, at certain junctures of their life, they gradually find themselves working in the vineyard, doing the Lord's work. Their “no” becomes “yes”. We can make great commitments to the Lord at Christmas or at Easter and when the time for follow-through comes, rationalizations for delay flow from our minds and we do nothing. Our “yes” can become “no”.
Is our “yes” to Christ becoming a “no” in how we live? That is the haunting question of the Gospel parable today for every one of us. The parable tells us neither group is perfect. It is not a matter of choosing between the two sons- the one who refused to go to the vineyard but went and worked, or the one who broke his promise. The ideal son or daughter says to the father, “Yes, Sir”, and proceeds to do what is asked. Promises can never take place of performance and fine words are never a substitute for fine deeds.
