Which Son Will We Be? The Attitude of Christ in a World of Hate

Picture a vineyard baking under a Galilean sun. A father walks out to his two sons and says to
the first, “Son, go out and work in the vineyard today.” And the son, maybe rolling his eyes just
a little, says, “I will not.” But something shifts in him. Maybe he watches his father’s shoulders
sag as he turns away. Maybe conscience gets the better of him. Whatever it is, he changes his
mind, picks up his tools, and heads out under that hot sun to do the work. The father goes to the
second son with the same request. And this son, ever the diplomat, says all the right words:
“Yes, sir, | will.” He says it with a smile, maybe even a little bow. And then he doesn’t move an
inch. He goes back to whatever he was doing before his father ever opened his mouth. Jesus
turns to the chief priests and elders, the religious professionals, the ones who knew all the right
words to say in the Temple, and asks them plainly: “Which of the two did his father’s will?”” And
they answer, almost against their own interest: “The first.” Brothers and sisters, that story from
Matthew’s Gospel isn’t really about vineyards. It’s about us. It’s about the gap, sometimes a
canyon, between what we say and what we do. Between the “yes” that costs us nothing and the
“yes” that costs us everything. Jesus isn’t interested in our vocabulary. He’s interested in our
attitude, the posture of our hearts that shows up in our hands and feet. So this morning I want to
ask you the same question Jesus asked the elders: which son are you?

Saint Paul gives us the answer to what that true “yes” looks like when he writes to the
Philippians: “Have among yourselves the same attitude that is also yours in Christ Jesus, who,
though he was in the form of God, did not regard equality with God something to be grasped.
Rather, he emptied himself, taking the form of a slave.” He emptied himself. That’s the attitude.
Not a Savior who talked about humility from a safe distance, but One who left glory behind and
took on our flesh, our dirt, our vineyard. Not a Messiah who said “I will” and stayed on his
throne, but One who said nothing and went to the cross, “becoming obedient to the point of
death, even death on a cross.” This is the new attitude Paul is asking the Philippians, and asking
us, to put on. Not empty words. Not the performance of righteousness. A genuing, costly
emptying of self for the sake of others. It means setting down our pride, our need to be right, our
instinct toward self-protection, and picking up instead the towel and basin of a servant. That’s
easy to admire in the abstract. It is much harder when the vineyard we’re asked to work in is a
world torn by hatred, and the sun beating down on us is real suffering, real injustice, real fear.

We don’t have to look far to find that vineyard. Our world is stirred by hatred and division.
Violence flares in our streets and in our headlines. Basic human dignity food, safety, shelter,
welcome is stripped from people right in front of us, and it is tempting to look away, to say “yes,




Lord, I hear you” from the comfort of our pews, and then go on with our lives untouched. Martin
Luther King Jr. understood the cost of the true “yes.” He once said that the question is not “what
will happen to me if I stop to help this man,” but “what will happen to him if | do not.” That is
Christ’s attitude turned into a sentence. It flips our instinct for self-preservation on its head and
asks instead: who suffers if | fail to empty myself? Father James Lyke was a Franciscan friar,
later an archbishop, who lived that attitude here in our own city. When violence and grief
gripped Memphis, Father Lyke didn’t retreat to safer ground. He went toward the pain, toward
the anger, toward the mourning, toward the very neighborhoods others were fleeing, because he
believed that is where Christ’s attitude called him to be. Not the son who says “I will go” and
stays home. The son who, whatever he first felt in his gut, gets up and walks into the heat of the
day. And now that same call comes to us, close enough to touch. This past week, hatred did not
stay in headlines from far away. It came to Sacred Heart Church, right here in Memphis, where
fire was set in an act meant to intimidate, to wound a community of believers gathered to
worship the same Christ we gather to worship this morning. Our brothers and sisters at Sacred
Heart know now, in a way none of us wants to know, what it costs to have your sanctuary
become a target of hate. This is not a story happening somewhere else. It is happening to us, to
the Body of Christ in this city. And so, the question Jesus put to the elders in the Temple is put to
us plainly, urgently, this morning: which son will we be? Will we offer Sacred Heart our warm
words of sympathy and then walk on unchanged? Or will we let this wound move us, actually
move us, into the self-emptying attitude of Christ?

Saint Paul, writing to the Ephesians, gives us the practical shape of that attitude, the “how” for
people who are tired of empty yeses. Listen again: Ephesians 4:29-32 Never let evil talk pass
your lips; say only the good things men need to hear, things that will really help them. Do
nothing that will sadden the Holy Spirit with whom you were sealed against the day of
redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, all passion and anger, harsh words, slander, and malice of
every kind. In place of these, be kind to one another, compassionate, and mutually forgiving, just
as God has forgiven you in Christ.

That is not a suggestion for a select few. That is the daily vineyard work Christ hands each of
us: to rid ourselves of bitterness, to bridle our tongues, to choose kindness and compassion,
especially toward those who have wronged us or wronged others, because that is exactly how
God has already dealt with us in Christ.

So here, brothers and sisters, is our vineyard this week. | am asking this parish to hold Sacred
Heart Church in prayer, not a passing thought, but a real, sustained prayer for their healing, their
courage, and their continued witness in this city. | am asking us to reach out in solidarity, stand
publicly with them, and help them, so they know the Body of Christ in Memphis does not
abandon its own when hatred strikes. The father is still standing at the edge of the vineyard,
brothers and sisters, asking us to go to work today. It is not enough to sing “yes” from these
pews and mean nothing by it. Let today be the day we are the first son, the one who, whatever
hesitation rose up in him at first, got up, and went, and did the will of the Father. Let us have
among ourselves the same attitude that was in Christ Jesus. Amen.
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