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Today's Lesson

Stories of Jesus:
The Two Sons, or, Actions vs. Words
( Bible Lesson
"Tell me what you think of this story:  A man had two sons.  He went up to the first and said, 'Son, go out for the day and work in the vineyard.'  The son answered, 'I don't want to.'  Later on he thought better of it and went.  The father gave the same command to the second son.  He answered, 'Sure, glad to.'  But he never went.  Which of the two sons did what the father asked?"  Matthew 21:28-31

"Anyone who sets himself up as 'religious' by talking a good game is self-deceived.  This kind of religion is hot air and only hot air.  Real religion, the kind that passes muster before God the Father, is this:  Reach out to the homeless and loveless in their plight, and guard against corruption from the godless world."  James 1:26-27
Jesus was teaching in a synagogue to a large crowd that had gathered.  His ministry was well-known by this time, and he was enjoying considerable support from "regular" people.  The religious leaders, however, were threatened by his teachings and the miracles he performed, and were scheming to come up with a way to entrap him.  They approached him and asked who had appointed him to teach in the synagogue.

Jesus, a master of debate, answered their question with another question:  who authorized the baptism of John?  God or man?  The scholars were stumped, knowing that if they said that John's baptism was divinely ordained, they would be lending credence to both John the Baptist and his cousin Jesus, who John had proclaimed to be the Messiah.  If they said that John's baptism was directed by man, they would lose the confidence of the regular people who held John up as a prophet.  They were stumped, and they knew it.

Jesus then went on to tell the parable recounted in the first scripture passage quoted above.  The point of the parable is relatively straightforward:  actions speak louder than words.  All of the religious jargon in the world – saying that sure, you'll work in the vineyard – won't win the favor of God unless it's accompanied by action.  On the other hand, if you make the wrong decision – no, I don't want to work in the vineyard – but later change your mind, you will have done the will of the Father and you will receive your reward.

Jesus made this point even more clearly when he told the religious scholars, "I tell you that [criminals and people of questionable reputation] are going to precede you into God's kingdom.  John came to you showing you the right road.  You turned up your noses at him, but the [criminals and people of questionable reputation] believed him.  Even when you saw their changed lives, you didn't care enough to change and believe him."
St. James put it clearly, too, in the second scripture passage quoted above.  Hot air and talking a good game are not proof of someone's religious bona fides.  True religion, the kind the Father notices, is evidenced by actions – actions that involve us going outside of our comfort zones to help those less fortunate, and actions that show our efforts to live a Spirit-led life.

( Home Links

· The Missouri Standard
If you attended university in Missouri (as at least one PS2 parent did), the state nickname, "The Show-Me State," will be forever engrained in your mind.  It comes from the phrase, "I'm from Missouri, and you're going to have to show me!"  It's not at all clear why Missourians, in particular, require actions to back up words, but it's a catchy state motto, nonetheless.  (Isn't it?)  Those hard-headed Midwesterners are on to something, though; actions do speak louder than words.  Our words are great – they help us to communicate, offer guidance and express love.  But it's all a bunch of blah blah blah unless our spouses and our children and our colleagues and friends can depend on us to follow through.  Our actions show to others what is in our heart.  If you're not going to go work in the vineyard, don't say that you are!  Just say no thanks – that will be much easier for your friend or family member to swallow than a "sure, I'll be there!" that is not accompanied by the promised action.
· Little brother is watching
"Do as I say, not as I do" will never work with children.  They are listening and watching us pretty well all of the time.  They notice when we bail on a commitment to others, or to them.  (They also hear us say one thing on the telephone, then something entirely different – and not as nice – after we hang up.)  If we want our children to be dependable and trustworthy, we must show those characteristics in our own dealings with them and with others.  We're all trying to instill good values and good character in our children, and words of wisdom help – but only if they're reinforced by consistent follow-through.  A famous quotation attributed to St. Francis of Assisi is applicable not only in the context he used it, but for child-rearing, too.  He said, "Preach the Gospel always, and when necessary use words."  He got that idea from Jesus, who said people will know his disciples by their "fruit," or the way they live out their lives.  Jesus didn't say that people would know his followers by their words.  Actions matter.  Our children are watching. 
Prayer for the week

· Pray with your child, and let her hear you say,

"Thank you, God, for the story of the two sons, and what it teaches us about the importance of doing what we say we're going to do.  Please help us to remember that story when we don't feel like doing something we've promised to do, like picking up our bedroom or getting our homework done before watching a video.  In Jesus' name we pray, Amen."
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