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When Our Yes Means Yes 

St. Matthew 21:23-32 

 

 Many scholastic works on the 21st chapter St. Matthew’s gospel, 

separate verse 27 and 28 into two parts: Jesus’ conversation with the 

leading priests and rulers regarding power; and the parable of the two 

children. 

 

 Conversely, Lalina and Rohrbaugh’s social commentary on the first 

three gospels, keeps these two verses together. Like the lectionary they 

accept that the verses belong together. This parable demonstrates the 

reality of the previous dialog. And it is biting.  

 

 The conversation reminds me of an old Peanuts cartoon. Lucy 

offers Charlie Brown a piece of Candy. She has two kinds and asks Charlie 

to choose one. Lucy subtly tells Charlie to say he can’t make up his mind 

so that Lucy will give him one of each. But when he gives this answer Lucy 

says, “Since you can’t make up your mind then I won’t give you either one!” 

and walks away. 

 

 As usual, Jesus bewilders the religious leadership. Jesus seems to 

be doing good things but the leaders are unable to grasp it. Who gives you 

the right to say and do what you are saying and doing? 

 

 How Jesus responds is a fine example of how rabbis and religious 

teachers of Jesus’ day dialogued: answer one good question with another 

good question. “How did John the Baptizer receive his authority?” The 

leaders are now between a rock and a hard place. If they answer “From 

God” Jesus will respond, why did they ignore John? If they answer that his 

power did not come from God, all of John’s followers will revolt, and may 

even cause them bodily harm. If they admit (taking the easy way out) “we 

don’t know” then Jesus is apt to say “Then I’m not playing your game.” 



 

 

 It’s kind of like when Jesus told a person that his or her sins were 

forgiven (St. Mark 9:1-9). Immediately he is confronted, again, and he 

replies “Which is easier? To say your sins are forgiven or you are healed?” 

The outcome is the same: wholeness and that is the point.  

 

To understand today’s gospel lesson we need to understand that 

Jesus, God’s Son, is in this world bringing a message of unconditional love 

for all people, and the goal is to restore wholeness to humankind as well 

as the cosmos. The externals, the explanations, and the Self essentially do 

not matter. They just get in the way. 

 To help us grasp why the religious authorities never really got it, 

we need to look at who listened and responded to Jesus. Government 

workers, prostitutes, and John the Baptizer. It is the same kind of people 

who are listening and responding to Jesus amazing, transforming 

message with exuberant joy today. The old life of proposed rules, rules, 

and more rules proposes death. Jesus offers life. It’s a no brainer. Duh! 

 

 Now the parable to illustrate his point. A parent and vintner asked 

her two sons to go and work in the vineyard. One said yes but never went. 

The second son said no but changed his mind and went. It appears to be 

crystal clear. Son number one pleases his parent and then disappoints. 

The second son enrages the parent, but then does what was asked. 

  

 Who says the Bible is not relevant? Isn’t what the second son does 

what you and I often do? When we face a difficult question or situation 

we ask what is right but do what is expedient, we search for the correct 

answer but then choose ‘safe’ answer. 

 

 Jesus’ standard is always the higher standard. It is not the quickest 

answer that is important to God, because often this kind of answer has 

not counted the cost. It might be the ‘expected’ answer but does it have 

staying power? When we ask something of someone we want an honest 

response, something we can rely on. 



 

 

 Our society is filled with ‘yes’ people. What our God desires is 

people who can live ‘yes,’ not just say yes. May we daily live God’s way, 

pursuing justice for all, not being satisfied with less even if it is not 

popular to believe so. 

 

 A parent attended the play of her elementary school child. The 

sociological language of this old play reflected the times. Because of that 

there were references to racism in the play. This was problematical for 

this parent but worse, the audience laughed at each reference. 

 

 She attempted to put the issue out of her mind but could not. Every 

rationalization she came up with could not ease her mind. Finally, she 

realized that the audience did think racism was OK and that needed to be 

confronted. She spoke with the school principal and he agreed, making 

this a ‘teachable moment’ for students as well as parents. People learned 

that even quaint ways of speaking are no excuse for hurtful actions.  

 

 At first she wanted to say no to God but ended up saying yes. 

 

 This is what God expects of each of us. Not to ‘fix’ everything or 

even to change the world. Simply, to do what God wants. God is more 

interested in our actions than our promises. Put another way, we are 

called to say yes to God and mean it.  Alleluia.  Amen. 

 

 

  

 

 


