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In my 30 years as a schoolteacher I have come across all sorts of 

students. I estimate that, so far, I have had the pleasure – dubious in 

some cases – of teaching between eight and ten thousand pupils. (And it 

is worth saying that the pleasure that they experienced from my teaching may 

have been no less dubious from their perspective.) 

 

Some pupils have been absolute stars – and I do not just mean those of 

above average ability. One of the greatest rewards I have received as a 

teacher has been seeing students try their hardest, and doing their 

absolute best, and if that means getting a grade C then that is great. 

Many of these students are quite modest, and know they must graft to 

get anywhere. 

 

But the most frustrating aspect of my job has been the student who 

promises the earth and fails to deliver. Those who promise that this 

time they will get that essay done on time but – yet again – fail not only 

to hand it in but even get round to starting it. Or those who promise to 

help out at a lunchtime event but then fail to appear, and don’t even 

bother to send an apology or find a substitute. 

 

This came to mind as I read today’s gospel for the first time. Jesus 

recounts a parable using a common device of the two sons - and asks 

the listener to make a response. Jesus invites the listener to recognise 

that there is a world of difference between saying you are going to do 

something towards God’s will, and actually doing it. Some 

commentators refer to this situation as the ‘yesses’ which really mean 

‘no’.  

 



You will recall in your lives those occasions when people have let you 

down by promising something they do not deliver. Or you may have felt 

irritated by those who seem initially passionate about supporting a 

cause meaningful to you, but then turn lukewarm and choose not to 

participate. You may therefore find some parallel with today’s gospel 

reading. 

 

I have been wondering how this gospel – particularly the parable - 

relates to some of the issues of justice or conflict facing us today, and 

our response to a perceived need. 

 

Sometimes it is quite straightforward to appear to be saying ‘yes’ to 

something. It takes very little time or effort for us to signify our support 

for an issue by wearing a badge or putting a banner on a Facebook 

profile page. It is straightforward for some of us to write a cheque for a 

charitable cause. None of these acts should be denigrated: how 

wonderful that people should feel passionate enough about an issue to 

show their support in the ways that they choose. 

 

But I am as guilty as anyone of making pledges to support some cause 

when an issue ‘erupts’ into my consciousness – and then failing to 

follow through with sustained action. And I question how much I am 

motivated to seek God’s justice in the world.  

 

I have been rather frustrated in recent weeks by some of the media 

coverage of conflicts playing out in the western world. Serious matters, 

such as racial discrimination, have been reduced to disputes about 

which words should be used in slogans. It really irritates and upsets me 

when the central issues at stake become clouded by trivial soundbites. 

And as a sociology and politics teacher I am only too aware of the role 

of soundbites and media in the way that issues are framed, and agendas 



are decided. And rather than people being brought together, it appears 

that sometimes the opposite can happen. 

 

I was encouraged, therefore, this week by the director of football at 

Queen’s Park Rangers – Les Ferdinand. During last week Queen’s Park 

Rangers and Coventry City played a match that was televised on Sky. 

During the half time break the analysis was less about the football, and 

more about the fact that neither team had ‘taken the knee’ before the 

match.  

 

Ferdinand, himself a black man, who has played high level football for 

England and in the premier league, stung by this apparent criticism, 

issued a statement on behalf of his club. I quote some of that statement 

here: 

 

“The taking of the knee has reached a point of ‘good PR’ but little more than 

that. The message has been lost. It is now not dissimilar to a fancy hashtag or 

a nice pin badge. 

“What are our plans with this? Will people be happy for players to take the 

knee for ten years but see no actual progress made? 

“Taking the knee will not bring about change in the game – actions will.” 

 

That statement seemed to cut to the heart of the issue. There have 

been countless examples of companies, people, institutions, effectively 

saying ‘yes’ to doing something about injustice – but these are empty 

gestures unless action follows. 

 

If we like we can make easy promises to follow Jesus. We can sign up to 

things, we can pledge to do any number of things to follow Jesus and 

bring about the Kingdom. But they are empty gestures if we don’t 

actually do them. 



And it’s hard! The earlier part of the gospel shows us how authorities 

get niggled when people seem to be going around doing stuff without 

apparent authority – and even more niggled when those people become 

popular. 

 

Now this gospel message does not initially appear too much like good 

news. There is an implicit suggestion that doing God’s work could get 

you in hot water with authority. There is also an apparent warning or 

admonishment to those with good intentions who fail to follow these 

up. But I think there is good news. We are told in the gospel that those 

whose initial response was unfavourable but who later changed their 

mind are doing the Lord’s work and are fully welcome in the Kingdom. 

We are not condemned by our gut reactions. God may love a cheerful 

giver, but God also loves those who initially were not. It is not too late. 

 

And the frustrating student I referred to at the beginning of this 

sermon? Despite the endless disappointments and failures to keep 

promises, I was still there for the student when they made their next 

promise – right up to the end of the course. Despite the anger and 

frustration that would well up when I was let down time and again, I 

was available to that student to try again another time. I believe that 

God is not phased by our lack of action and broken promises. If we 

pledge to do something about it next time, there is another chance. If I 

can put up with the broken promises of a student for the two years of 

an A level course, and still be willing to be there the next time, how 

much more can God do? 

 

Amen 

 
Jonathan Williamson 


