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Before we look at the deeper meaning of the

parable and what it has to say to us in our
time, we need to pay attention to the
background and context of the story,

Jesus had been talking and arguing with the
Scribes and the Pharisees--the righteous
religious people of his time. They had been
especially critical of him and his disciples
necause of his association with sinners and
Unbelievers--with the outcasts of society,

with prostitutes and tax-collectors. Such
people did not have the correct theology.

Thus they could not possibly do the will of
God, nor would God accept them.

To make matters worse, some of these sinners
and unbelievers had become followers anc
even close associates of Jesus. Now there
were questions as to whether these recent
coverts had the right beliefs? Did they

nave enoudh Biblical knowledge? Did they
<now all the laws and rules of religion?

SO it was that Jesus told this parable in
answer to the complaints and criticisms of
the good church people of his time., Invited
to pass juddment on this simple and seemingly
harmless story, they found that the story

was a trap and they were caught 1in it.

The parable has that quality about it. Jesus
asks: "What do you think?” We give our
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and our doing are two quite different things.
Words come so easily. We know the old
saying, “The road to hell is paved with good
intentions.”

[t's easy to be very specific in these
matters. Think of the many times we say we
are sure that we have no prejudice, that we
love and respect all people of all kKinds of
varieties, that we believe that as Christians
we are to love our neighbors as ourselves,

[t’s easy to make such statements, but then
to put them into practice in very gpecific

times and places--that’s another matter,

Or think again of the many solemn promises

made in church at the time of infant baptism
Dy the parents, or when we join the church

as young people or adults., We then said to

God and to others, "I’'ll work in the vineyard,”
but frequently, like the second son In the
parable Jesus told, we have not gone to work

at all,

Or think of those many informal promises we
make from time to time. We narrowly escape
an accident and we say we are certainly
going to change our ways, but do not. Or
something good happens to us and we make a
promise that we are going to do some good In
response, and that too is forgotten.

In these and in many other ways the simple



story which Jesus told judges us. It judges
us when we think of all our high resolves
and our intentions, but fail in the follow-
through, We are reminded that a good
beginning with words does not automatically
imply a good ending in behavior. The
qualities that enable a person to start or
say that he or she 1S going to begin are not
the same as those which enable one to carry
on unto the end.

This is a parable of judgment--judgment
about our religion of words--making religion

a mind trip. Like the second son, we are

not insincere; we have the best intentions;
we try to have the right beliefs., The second
son in the story sincerely believed that he
was going to work in the vineyard. He wasn'’t
trying to play games with his father. He
just kept putting it off,

The longest, most difficult step in the
process of maturity 1s from dream to deed,

from promise to action, from saying to doing,
from belief to behavior., As Eliza Doolittle
sings in My Fair Lady, "Words, words, words,
I'm so sick of words--if you're in love,

show me."”

In this parable, as in a number of other

instances, Jesus reminds us that there are
dgoing to be some surprises one day when we
discover who 1s in God’s Kingdom. Some of
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ldentity as a person, a person to whom she
can say "Yes,” or "No," and her own identity.
Having thus affirmed her own identity, she
can go on and still do her parent’s will,
only now on a new basis,

For many of us it seems to be a similar
situation in our relationship with God. We
want to establish our own identity and at
the same time be aware of our connectior
with God and with others. God accepts us as
we go about this process.

The good news of this story is that God does
- not finally judge us by our little rebellions
or our bigger ones, and particularly God
does not judge us by what we say, or whether
or not we have put our religious beliefs
into the correct phrases and the right
doctrines., God rather judges us by what our
actions are. In another place Jesus said,
"Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord,’
shall enter the Kingdom of Heaven, but those
who do the will of God.” AMEN.




