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If you grew up with brothers or sisters, today’s Gospel probably makes perfect 
sense. Was there not always one sibling who, when asked by your parents to do 
something, would sweetly say, “Sure, I’ll do that,” and then do just what he or she 
pleased? And another who would say, “Do I have to?” or “I’ll do it tomorrow,” or “I don’t 
want to,” and then eventually, perhaps grudgingly, do what was asked? I think all of us 
can identify with the two brothers in today’s parable. 

There is something almost refreshing about the first son. His father says, “Go and 
work in the vineyard today,” and the son says, “No.” He doesn’t offer an excuse or try to 
make his refusal sound respectable. He just plain says, “No.” But then something 
happens. He changes his mind, and he goes. The second son is very different. When his 
father asks him to go, he says, “Yes, sir.” It is exactly the answer his father wants to hear. 
But he doesn’t go. And Jesus asks the apparent question: “Which of the two did the will 
of his father?” The answer is obvious: the first one. 

What makes this parable disconcerting is that Jesus is not really interested in what 
these two sons said. He is interested in what they did. The first son said no—but 
eventually said yes with his actions. The second son said yes—but ultimately said no with 
his actions. And that raises a difficult question for all of us: Are we doing the will of God, 
or are we simply saying the right things about God? 

There is a story about a man named Michael who went to church every Sunday. 
He knew the Bible, could recite passages, prayed the prayers, and genuinely believed 
that every person is made in God’s image, that we should welcome immigrants, and that 
Jesus calls us to love one another. Then a family moved into the house next door. They 
were recent immigrants who spoke very little English, and Michael found himself 
becoming suspicious of them. He had heard stories about immigrants taking advantage 
of the system, so he began making assumptions about this family and watching them 
from a distance looking for reasons to call the authorities. Then one Sunday, after hearing 
a Gospel about loving his neighbor, Michael came home to find his new neighbor visibly 
frightened and holding a letter he could not understand. Although Michael was reluctant 
to get involved, something moved him to walk over and ask if he could help. 

The letter, from a government agency, contained a deadline the family did not 
understand, and they feared they might lose their housing. Michael helped them find a 
translator, drove them to an appointment, and began getting to know the family. He 
discovered that the father had been a teacher in his home country, the mother was a 
nurse, and their children loved soccer and were learning English quickly. Then a profound 
realization hit Michael: it had been easy to love his neighbor when “neighbor” was an 
abstract idea. It was much harder when the neighbor had a face, a name, an accent, and 
a different culture—and when loving that neighbor required something of him. Michael 
discovered that he had been much better at knowing what Christianity teaches than 
actually doing it. He was discovering what it meant to actually do the will of God. 

There is something profoundly honest about what Michael realized, because most 
of us know what Jesus asks of us. We know we are supposed to love, forgive, welcome, 
serve, and care for those who are in need and hurting. The problem is not necessarily 
that we don't know God's will. Sometimes we know it perfectly well—and simply don't 



want to do it. Sometimes we even find ways to convince ourselves that our own beliefs, 
loyalties, and assumptions are more important than what Jesus teaches. 

The first son in this parable is actually more honest than the second. He says no. 
He doesn't pretend he wants to do what was asked of him. But something happens inside 
him. He thinks again about his father's request and changes his mind. That little phrase—
“he changed his mind”—is important. The first son isn't perfect, but he is willing to change. 
And perhaps that is part of what Jesus wants us to understand. God does not require us 
to have perfect intentions or always get it right the first time. But God does ask us to listen, 
reconsider, turn around, and act. 

Sometimes doing God's will begins with admitting, “I don't want to.” I don't want to 
forgive that person. I don't want to have that difficult conversation. I don't want to help that 
person. I don't want to change. I don't want that person to have what I have. And 
sometimes we need to admit something even more difficult: our social and political beliefs 
may have a tighter hold on us than God's will does. We can become so attached to our 
ideology, our cultural identity, our political party or our understanding of how society 
should work that we begin interpreting Jesus through those beliefs rather than allowing 
Jesus to challenge them. We may find ourselves defending positions that are difficult to 
reconcile with the very teachings of the Jesus we profess to follow. 

Perhaps God says, “I know. But you’ve got to start somewhere.” Because 
discipleship is not always about wanting to do God's will. Sometimes it is about allowing 
Jesus to take precedence over our preferences, our loyalties, and even our politics, and 
then having the courage to act accordingly. 

Think about the Good Samaritan. He didn't wake up that morning planning to 
demonstrate God's love. He was simply traveling when he encountered a wounded 
stranger. He could have walked past. Instead, he stopped, crossed the road, bandaged 
the man's wounds, took him to an inn, and paid for his care. The Samaritan didn't merely 
believe in compassion. He practiced compassion. Jesus deliberately made the 
Samaritan—the person his listeners would least expect—the example of what it means 
to love one's neighbor. 

That is the difference Jesus is getting at in this parable. The will of God is rarely 
something mysterious hidden somewhere in the heavens. More often, God's will is 
standing right in front of us. It is the person who needs forgiveness, the neighbor who 
needs help, the stranger who needs welcome, the lonely person who needs someone to 
sit beside them, the grieving person who needs someone to listen, or the person with 
whom we disagree who still deserves dignity. The question is not simply, “What do I 
believe?” The question is, “What does Jesus ask me to do?” 

And that distinction matters because following Jesus is not a matter of picking and 
choosing which teachings fit comfortably with our existing beliefs. We cannot say that 
Jesus' command to love our neighbor applies when we like our neighbor but not when we 
don't. We cannot say that every person is created in God's image and then make 
exceptions for people whose race, nationality, religion, political beliefs, immigration status, 
or way of life makes us uncomfortable. We cannot say we believe in forgiveness while 
holding tightly to resentment. We cannot say we love the poor, the immigrant, the stranger, 
and the vulnerable while supporting only those actions that are convenient for us. 

This does not mean that our social or political beliefs are irrelevant. They matter 
because they are part of how we live in the world. But they cannot become the authority 



by which we decide what Christianity means. For Christians, Jesus comes first. Our 
culture, our ideology, our politics, and our personal preferences must all be examined in 
the light of his teachings—not the other way around. The question is not whether Jesus 
agrees with everything we already believe. The question is whether we are willing to let 
Jesus challenge what we believe. 

That is why the vineyard matters. The vineyard is where our faith becomes visible. 
It is where what we say meets what we actually do. We can say, “God loves everyone,” 
but do our lives make room for everyone? We can say, “Everyone is created in God's 
image,” but do we treat everyone that way? We can say, “Love your neighbor,” but do we 
love only the neighbors who look like us, think like us, vote like us, or agree with us? We 
can say, “Forgive us our trespasses, as we forgive those who trespass against us,” but 
are we actually willing to forgive? 

The good news hidden inside this parable is that God gives us the ability to change 
our minds. If we have failed, resisted, gotten it wrong, or allowed our loyalties to become 
more important than our faith, it is not too late. The first son reminds us that a late yes is 
still a yes. God is less interested in our perfect record than in our willingness to turn around 
and enter the vineyard. 

So perhaps the question this Gospel leaves us with today is not simply, “What do 
I believe?” It is, “Who is standing in front of me? What is God asking me to do? And when 
my beliefs come into conflict with the teachings of Jesus, which one will I put first?” 
Christianity is not simply about saying the right words or belonging to the right group. It is 
about allowing the teachings of Jesus to shape the way we live. 

May we have the courage to say yes. When we have said no, may we have the 
humility to change our minds. When our social and political loyalties compete with the 
Gospel, may we have the wisdom to put Jesus first. And when faced with a choice, may 
we not simply talk about love, justice, mercy, forgiveness, and welcome. May we go into 
the vineyard—and do it. Amen. 

 
 


