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I once heard a medical doctor speak with some critical sarcasm about physicians who practice in the area 
of dermatology—i.e., treating skin diseases.  I was curious to know why he was being so unflattering about 
them, and he said, again with obvious sarcasm, “Well, you know how tough it is to have to handle all those 
late-night dermatological emergencies…”  His point was, as he saw it, skin doctors are among those rare 
specialists who get to practice clinical medicine and keep only regular office hours.  I suppose he had a 
point there.  This doctor enjoyed his medical practice, but it was that “on-call” part of it that he 
resented—at least some of the time.  Many of you can appreciate that, because many of you have worked 
in occupations that require being on-call.  It’s not just medical professionals.  It’s also police and 
firefighters, plumbers and heating technicians, building maintenance workers, public works workers, IT 
techies, and, of course, clergy.   

I’ll never forget my favorite Fr. Tom Brioschi story in that regard.  It was when I was newly ordained in 
Richfield and he was a young priest in Edina.  The local priests in that area used to have to take turns 
carrying the pager for the local hospital chaplain each week for 36 hours on his day off, in case of an 
emergency.  One week while Tom had the pager he was summoned out in the middle of the night to the 
nursing home that was half a block from the rectory of my parish.  He was not pleased, although he went 
there anyway, driving several miles.  Some of you can just picture the tone of the conversation as he was 
about to head back home.  He asked the staff why they had paged the hospital chaplain rather than just 
calling the parish rectory that was 3 doors away.  The response was: “It’s the middle of the night and the 
priests are sleeping.”   

But I digress.  Here at St. Pascal’s I am the almost constant custodian of the emergency telephone, which is 
merely a cell phone that stays in my residence most of the time.  It doesn’t ring all that often, but when it 
does it is almost always at a time and in a circumstance when I’d prefer to be doing something else.  But 
that’s not the nature of being in an on-call situation.  You have to respond when something happens.   

In general, I am very happy and grateful for being the pastor of this great community, but that doesn’t 
mean that I’m always happy about having to do this particular thing now.  Neither I nor any pastor gets to 
be in their ministry just in a vague and general sense. By definition it involves being fairly normally “on-
call.” 

And I mention all this because it’s the very same kind of relationship that attaches to every Christian 
disciple, every baptized person.  None of us gets to wear that name merely in some abstract, theoretical 
sense.  All of us are on-call all the time.  And in the same sense, that means that sometimes our mission, 
our identity, will require of us some very specific responses to immediate situations when we would rather 
be doing something else, or rather be doing nothing at all.  Fr. Brioschi went out in the middle of the night 
on that occasion not because he wanted to, but because he understood that a deeper responsibility had 
been entrusted to him and he could not say no in that specific moment.   

In today’s gospel parable from Jesus, the one about the father and his two sons who were asked to work 
in the vineyard, those sons seem like very different sorts of people.  But they were both alike in one 
respect: i.e., neither one of them wanted to go out and do the work.  One of them was honest about it and 
the other was not.  One said, “yes” when he meant “no,” and the other simply said, “no.”  They were both 
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part of the same family, both were duty-bound to honor the request of their father—and in that sense 
both were perpetually on-call for whatever might be asked of them.   

but where they were so different was not simply in the fact that one of them ended up changing his mind 
and doing the right thing, but it was why he did that.  We have no reason to think that the son who first 
said “no” had some sort of conversion experience that suddenly made him want to go do this task.  Rather 
he came to the realization that something much deeper was at stake here—that being his father’s son 
meant not just some vague and general relationship.  It meant responding to the very specific request 
being made by him in the moment.  He changed his no into a yes not because it was convenient and 
pleasant, but because that’s part of what it meant to be a son.  The pager had sounded, and he needed to 
go to work. 

It is significant in this gospel that Jesus is addressing not just the crowds in general or even his disciples.  
He is telling this story to the religious leaders of Jerusalem, the ones who Matthew identifies as “the chief 
priests and the elders of the people.”  He is speaking to the most respected wealthy and influential 
authorities in town, and what he has to say is not very flattering…in fact it is inflammatory.  He is 
comparing them to that son who said yes to his father’s command but who never went out to work.  The 
message is that true discipleship is proven not by any title or status, like “elder,” or chief priest,” or 
“bishop,” or “pastor,” or “lay minister.”  True discipleship is proven by the way one responds to the 
specific demands of faith in specific moments of time and place.  It’s proven by how one responds when 
the pager goes off.  Nobody gets to hide behind the title of “Christian” without being willing to do the 
sometimes unpleasant work when it is asked and required.   

And exactly what kind of work is that, for us in our own time and place?  It won’t be exactly the same for 
each person, but again our Sacred Scripture can help in that answer.  Specifically, it is St. Paul in his letter 
to the Philippians today who says that we are to regard others as more important than ourselves.  We are 
to place the need of all of us together before the need of me.  We are to be willing to set our own 
preferences aside sometimes for the sake of what will make the whole community stronger and better 
and more unified—whether that “community” is our family, our friends, our parish, our country, our 
culture, or our world.   

On this particular weekend we have no shortage of work to which the Father requests our “yes.”  For the 
immigrant.  For the hurricane victim.  For the poor.  For the abused.  For the grieving.  For whomever is 
the reason for the pager sounding in your home just now.  We are all on-call all the time, as servants of 
our Father. 

 


