HOMILY FOR THE TWENTY SIXTH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR A

IDEAL FAITH IS JUSTIFIED BY DEEDS

Today’s gospel passage, the parable of the two sons, opens in a way which demonstrates that it is strategically linked to the prior section (Mathew 21:23 -27). Jesus entered the temple precincts, the Court of the Gentiles to teach.  While waiting for a good crowed to assemble, a committee of chief priests and lay elders arrived on the scene and questioned his authority to perform miracles.  They wanted to show by their question that they were the chosen children of God with exclusive prerogative to interpret and practice the law.  With this in mind Jesus then told them the parable firstly to teach that the Jews are not better than the Gentiles in regards to sin, and secondly to show that God as a father sets forth his impartial love for all humanity, righteous and sinful alike.  

As it were, Jesus had learned that for almost three years of his preaching and teaching, only those regarded as public sinners – tax collectors and prostitutes had responded to his invitation to the Good News while those regarded as highly religious men – the religious leaders, the scribes and Pharisees refused his invitation.  He also knew that they did the same thing to John the Baptist, namely that instead of accepting his message, were satisfied asking him only questions.  They did not see anything wrong with their lack of repentance but held the Gentiles as the only sinners and failed to see the repentance of Gentiles as actions that made them acceptable to God.  In the parable then Jesus contrasts the attitude of the religious leaders (the ‘first’, who claimed to obey God, but in practice did not) with that of the tax collectors and prostitutes (the ‘second’, who seemed to reject God’s command by the way they lived but now accepted it).

In the Gospel account we have just considered, ‘righteousness’ incorporates the Jewish perspective of the disciple abiding in Torah (the Holy Will of God as expressed in the Scripture), and Torah treasured as a holy presence abiding in the disciple.  This is the source from which one is enabled to perform the will of God, to what is right.  This is God’s way of sharing the peace and harmony of heaven on earth through the right and godly deeds of good people.  But this can only be accomplished when we listen to the real message, that is, the truth of God’s Word, take it to heart, and put it into daily practice.  


The parable then presents two kinds of Christians in the Church today and the different ways they try to relate to God.  There are also those who profess no faith, who do not go to church, who do not pray.  But sometimes when there is injustice in the city they will be the first to rise up and condemn it. They can go to any length to see justice done.

There are the self-righteous who think they treasure God’s Divine Word, yet pay little real respect to its meaning and application to daily living.  There are those of us who make noise about the faith, who come to church every Sunday and pray to God without ceasing and ready to preach and correct others.  They wear badges and medals as ways of professing the faith, but sometimes when it comes to concrete action in support of what we know to be the will of God, they are found wanting.  In contemporary language, they are all ‘bark’ and no ‘bite’.

The real point of the parable is this: while the second group (second son) might be preferred over the first group (first son), neither group is anything like perfect.  The really good person is the one whose practice matches his profession and vice versa.  The message behind this parable is that it is a story of two bad sons.  Ideal sons and daughters are those who say yes to their parents and then go on to do what is required of them.  This is what every Christian should strive to be, namely, men and women who profess the faith in words and deeds.  The ideal is this: if you’re doing is to “talk the talk, you had better “walk the walk”.  James said it best: “But be doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving yourselves” So, faith by itself, if it has no works is dead (James 1:22; 2:17).
