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My father, some of you know, was a master woodworker. He was also wise 
enough to recognize that someone else might be a better teacher for a son, 
so, when I wanted to learn something of the craft, he arranged for me to 
work with a carpenter, Mr. Pop Owens until I was ready to learn the shop 
work. 

Mr. Pop and I had worked extremely hard one Friday, trying to finish a 
kitchen restoration before the weekend. When the woman who owned the 
house came home from work late in the afternoon, we were just done with 
the cleaning up. 

The woman looked around at her brand new counter tops, cabinet doors, 
glistening new appliances, and stylish new hardware. She clapped her hands 
together and said,  “It’s just wonderful! Thank you, thank you, thank you! I 
love it. I just don’t know what to say. Thank you!” 

Mr. Pop said, with a puckish grin on his face, “Don’t thank me, ma’am. Pay 
me!”

Sometimes words, now matter how good, are not enough. 

Jesus tells a parable in the gospel lesson for today. Two sons have very 
different responses to their father’s request that they go to work in the 
vineyard. One refuses to do what his father asks. “I won’t go,” he says - 
maybe not all that unusual for modern parents to hear, but an unheard-of 
and unbelievable insult and shame to a father at that time and place.

The other son says, “Sure, Dad. No problem.” It is the right thing to say, but 
then he doesn’t do it. 

Meanwhile the first son has second thoughts. The scripture translation we 
use at St. Andrew, the NRSV, like most English translations, says he 
“changed his mind.” But the Greek word here is not the usual one for 
repenting or changing one’s mind. A better 



translation is “he changed what he cared about,” or “he changed his heart.”1

He went to work in the vineyard.

Jesus called people, like the second son, who say the right things, who talk a 
good line and then don’t do what they profess “hypocrites.” It is the Greek 
word for “actor,” and one we’ve heard a lot this week. 

(See Matthew 23 for Jesus’ view of hypocrites. Here’s a sample: “How terrible
it will be for you [religious leaders] Hypocrites! You give to God a tenth of 
mint, dill, and cumin, but you forget about the more important matters of the
Law: justice, peace, and faithfulness. You ought to give a tenth but without 
forgetting about those more important matters. You blind guides! You strain 
out a gnat but swallow a camel....You are like whitewashed tombs. They look 
beautiful on the outside. But inside they are full of the bones of the dead and
all kinds of filth. In the same way you look righteous to people. But inside you
are full of pretense and lawlessness.”

Jesus reserved his sharpest criticism for the hypocritical religious leaders. He 
often accused them of hypocrisy, so, when he tells this story, the temple 
leaders would have known that Jesus was talking about them! They are the 
second son.

But the parable Jesus tells in our gospel today is about more than hypocrisy. 
Its moral is not just that actions speak louder than words, because Jesus was 
not content to stop with the parable of the two sons. He went on. 

Imagine how the temple leaders, the religious people Jesus was speaking to 
must have felt when, he went on to point out that prostitutes and traitorous 
tax collectors - two groups considered to be at the very bottom of 
respectability and rectitude - would enter the kingdom before they would. 

Why? Why would the most vilified people in the society march into the 
kingdom before the religiously upright? Because, like the first son, the tax 
gatherers and prostitutes had heard the word and what they cared about 
had been changed. The word had changed their hearts! 

1     ?The word metaneo, “to change one’s mind,” often translated “repent,” is not the word 
used here. Instead metamelomai, a word that literally means “to change what one cares 
about” or “to change one’s heart” is used. 



I never read this passage without thinking about Flannery O’Connor’s short 
story “Revelation.” In it, we meet Mrs. Turpin, a self-righteous, rural southern
woman who despises all people she considers to be beneath her. She 
despises black people. She despises those with limited intellect. And, most of
all, she despises people she calls “white trash.”

Mrs. Turpin’s life is centered on her own moral and religious superiority and 
in the preservation of a way of life she considers to be superior to all others. 
She has created a hierarchy of righteousness in which she and those like her 
are at the front of the line. 

One day, as she is cleaning out the pigpen, she has a vision. She sees in the 
sky, over the trees at the other side of her pasture, a long line of souls 
moving toward heaven. And she is horrified to note that at the front of the 
line are the despised white trash, followed by black folk in dazzling robes, 
followed by the cognitively challenged of the community - all those she has 
looked down on. 

Then, at the very end of the procession she sees people like herself, their 
faces filled with shock and horror at their place in the back of the line.2

Mrs. Turpin’s shock was a lot like what the religious leaders Jesus spoke to 
must have felt. No wonder they want to know by what authority Jesus says 
these outrageous things. 

Which son did the will of his father, the one who said the right thing or the 
one who did it? 

Being outwardly religious is not what God is looking for from us. God 
demands more than words, even pious ones. God’s desire for us all is to 
change our hearts so that we are no longer in love only with ourselves, but 
are in love with God and our neighbor, not just saying holy things, but doing 
the holy work of justice, peace, and mercy that is the work of God’s 
dominion. 

“Don’t thank me, Ma’am. Pay me.” Like Mr. Pop, Jesus asks from us more 
than empty words, not as pay, but as thanksgiving for the great love and 
mercy shown to us in his life, death, and resurrection. Amen

2     ?Flannery O’Connor, “Revelation,” cited by Robert Kysar in New Proclamation, Year A, 
2005.


