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Sometimes due to our egos, or because we might not think about how our actions 
impact others, we can forget that every choice we make can make a difference. It can 
build someone up, or tear them down. It can make this world a better place, or it can 
make it a little more worse. God, like the father who asks his sons to work in the 
vineyard, does the same with us. And the question is are we going to just give lip 
service to our faith, or actually try to live it out through true spiritual growth? 
 
Jo Russell years ago found herself at a parent-teacher conference, where she thought 
she would get a glowing report of her son. After all, she thought him to be the perfect 
student. But at this conference, Miss Johnson locked her gaze on her junior high son’s 
eyes. During the 15 minutes allotted for the meeting, she didn’t look at Jo once.  
 
“Miss Johnson,” she began, but she interrupted and addressed her 13 year old son 
Rock. 
 
Jo had worked with her son on his last paper, and she felt as his mom she had the 
glimpse of a gem, a rare gem, and that he had a gift.  
 
Miss Johnson though didn’t quite see it that way. She was saying, “You know, Rick, you 
just didn’t develop your story well enough and you forgot a period here. That’s why you 
got a D on the paper. That brings your overall grade down to a C in English this 
semester.” 
 
Just a few days earlier, when Jo had reviewed the very same paper, she had told him, 
“Wow Rick, you have real talent.” As a published author and writing coach for decades, 
Jo had seen a lot of good and bad writing. His skill sparkled. As his character grieved 
over the loss of his best friend, he pledged to make the dangerous climb to a mountain 
summit in honor of his buddy. The emotions, scenes, and dialogue were outstanding. 
As a reading and writing teacher of a hundred students a year just a few years younger 
than her son, Jo knew an A when she saw it.  
 
But Miss Johnson didn’t think so. The way she ignored her during the conference made 
Jo even angrier. It was unprofessional. She should have known better, Jo thought, to 
deliberately avoid communicating with a parent about her child and his work. For her ti 
ignore her presence was like failing to notice a school-bus-sized Tyrannosaurus Rex in 
her front yard.  
 
Jo and Miss Johnson saw one another often enough as teacher at different schools in 
the same district. But they also served as members of the same committee, which met 
once a month. 
 
How Jo hated Miss Johnson. She felt her decision to call Rick’s work below average - a 
D - was unfair. So was his final grade of a C. She had worked with both of her sons on 
their final papers. Rick’s brother in another class had turned in a paper that had been 
below average in punctuation and editing, but he refused to work on it any further. He 
got an A.  
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But Rick’s C? That would follow him through high school and beyond Jo thought to 
herself.  
 
Miss Johnson was unfair, ugly and unprofessional. Jo felt a hard lump in her throat and 
anger boiling. At least she only had to see her once a month. She stormed out of the 
conference steaming over the injustice of it all. 
 
Jo half-hoped Miss Johnson would be run over by a school bus - or drown in the 
community pool. But she taught swimming during the summer so that probably wouldn’t 
happen.  
 
When summer came, Jo thought she’d have a vacation from Miss Johnson. But when 
she showed up for the first session of a six-week summer writing class for teachers. she 
was there too.  
 
Well, it was a pretty big group, so Jo figured she could stay on the other side of the 
room. But when one of the leaders broke them into small teams, guess who was on Jo’s 
team? 
 
How unfair again. Three years she’d wanted to attend the class, and now Miss Johnson 
was in the class too. It was going to be a very long summer.  
 
In the small groups, their first job was to write and share personal experience stories. 
Miss Johnson wrote about family traditions that had brought her, her siblings and 
extended family close with much fun and laughter. She spoke of popcorn sculptures, 
contests, games and family time and Jo felt her hate begin to melt. She realized she did 
those things with her family for the same reason that Jo took her boys camping, hiking 
and skiing in the mountains on weekends and vacations. Families were important to 
both of them.  
 
Her angry feelings began to change. Over the long days of class together, Jo saw 
respect for her eroded her hate. 
 
By the time the school year began again, they had learned to work together. Handling 
responsibilities on the same committee was much simpler without Jo harboring hate. A 
Young Authors’ Day came together with a professional author guest. It took all of their 
teamwork. As they had hoped, the event left the students excited. Teachers learned 
how to bring writing exercises into every subject.  
 
The people on the committee high-fived one another to celebrate the success of the 
event. Following that was an exciting five-school writing contest that included MIss 
Johnson and her student’s writing.  
 
Close to spring break the following school year, during a long committee meeting after 
school, Miss Johnson got up when the chairman asked if anyone had anything to say as 
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the meeting wound down. She got up and announced she had the “Big C.” She paused 
a moment to compose herself. “I have to have surgery right away and I’ll be gone for 
quite a while. I really hope to see you all in the fall.” Uncertainty hung in the air.  
 
The teacher who never missed school, was always on time, and had always been 
healthy - all of a sudden wasn’t. Miss Johnson was in for the fight of her life with her 
unyieldig adversary - very serious cancer.  
 
It would be a tough, discouraging and long road back to recovery - if she made it. And 
she was single. Alone much of the time. 
 
As a solo mother with two sons, Jo knew just what that was like. 
 
Something she had been doing for years was encouraging others going through 
challenges, illness, loss or victories. Mostly she worked within her church and 
community. She used her writing skills and blank notes, cards and small gift baskets to 
urge the recipient to persist through the tough roads and to trust God. 
 
God prodded her: do it for Miss Johnson. She needs it.  
 
He laid the thoughts on her day after day. Jo finally caved in and called the district office 
for her home address.  
 
Right away, Jo began sending her cards encouraging her to fight and win. Each week 
as she urged her on in writing, she realized that she was fighting for her to beat cancer 
too. No longer did Jo hate her. She had forgiven her. Hatred changed to respect. 
Respect changed to like. Like changed to caring. Now Jo really cared if she would make 
it. 
 
She wrote from the heart and meant it when she penned the words of encouragement.  
 
She wasn’t sure what happened to her for quite a while. The next year, Jo was hired to 
work in a different school and district.  
 
Then a former colleague told her, “Did you know Miss Johnson is back teaching again? 
She’s doing better all the time!” 
 
Happy at the news, Jo ran into her at the community pool in their small town. As they 
enjoyed the warm water in the hot tub, she cried gleefully, “I’m cancer-free now! And I’m 
getting married! I get to retire this year! God is so good!” She glowed with a smile, then 
added, “You just don’t know how much those notes you sent meant to me. It was a very 
hard fight for a long time and your words ket me going month after month. Thank you so 
much!”  
 
Jo thought to herself that she had come a long way. God and Miss Johnson had healed 
her heart - moving her from hatred to forgiveness and healing.  
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Jo thought, who would have guessed one day she would be Miss Johnson’s 
encourager?  
 
And as for her son Rick, at the time she wrote the story, that experience with Miss 
Johnson made him better too. As a sophomore in high school, he beat out all other 
grades in an award-winning first-place short story. 
 
What her story goes to show you is that our actions can have such an impact. Miss 
Johnson as Rick’s teacher saw his potential; that low grade helped him to buckle up and 
become a better writer. And Jo, once she was able to get past some anger, helped a 
person who became a friend get through a terrible disease. This week’s readings 
remind us the choice is ours.  
 
From Ezekiel, we are told that it’s up to us. In the greater context of the book, just a few 
verses prior, we learn that God does not hold the sins of the father over the son, and 
conversely the virtuous actions of a father or other family member do not apply to the 
son. Written about 590 BC, it represents a new way of thinking in that some subscribed 
to guilt by association. That’s still the case today too. Rather, God says the ball is in our 
court. 
 
And that’s where we begin, namely asking ourselves how are we doing on our faith 
journey. Are we headed towards, or away from the vineyard? One of the sins against 
the virtue of hope is presumption. It’s why as a Catholic we don’t use the saying “I’m 
saved.” Yes, we are loved. Yes, grace is amazing. Yes, Jesus saves us from sin. But to 
say I’m on the fast track to heaven is a stretch. We always have to be working things 
out, and examining our conscience. In the Gospel, there are two sons. One says he’ll go 
to work, but doesn’t; the other says no but then realizes his mistake and does the right 
thing. It illustrates the journey of faith. Sometimes we say “yes” that we’ll follow God, but 
we fail. When that happens, hopefully like the son who realizes his mistake, we wise up. 
But that requires a bit of introspection. It means we have to do soul-searching and 
examine our conscious, thinking about what we have done and what we have failed to 
do. Jo in the story identifies as a Christian; but while she may have been 
understandably upset at first, I truly believe her faith helped her to get past that seeing 
Miss Johnson not as the enemy, but as someone who was a human being and as such 
worthy of love. When we examine our conscience, we can look at the totality of our lives 
and see how we are doing. Do we say “I love you God” but never pray or come to 
Mass? Do we say “I love you” to our family but then become expectant, having them do 
things for us, or do we treat them with cruelty? Do we say “yes” to a vocation but only 
do half a job rather than giving something our best effort? Do we say “yes” to the belief 
that people are created in God’s image, but then walk away from that based on what we 
view on a computer or how we treat people based on their job status or income or the 
color of their skin? All of us are guilty of sin in these areas and then some. All of us are 
that second son at times. It’s easy to talk; but as they say talk is cheap. Talk requires 
action, and we need to look inside ourselves often and say today, where am I 
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journeying in towards of my faith and commitment to God - towards Him, or away from 
Him? 
 
Lastly, what we have to remember too is that actions matter. Saint John Paul II said that 
actions define our character. And the more we do something, the more it will define us. 
The more a person uses condescending language towards someone; the more a 
person abuses images of the human body; the more a person is mean-spirited towards 
someone, that person begins to change and it’s harder to change course. That’s why 
we need to be like Jo; she realized not just that Miss Johnson wasn’t the enemy, but 
that her actions could do so much. Just a few notes did so much to lift her spirits. And 
when we do good actions, they can begin to change us for the better into better people, 
but also do so much to help others as we are the hands and face of Christ to them.  
 
All of us are works in progress; there is no such thing as the perfect child. But God’s 
grace can form us into the person we want to become. For that to happen, we have to 
let go of the past, accept that on our own we cannot do the Father’s will, and recognize 
that in the Son, by His wounds and grace, we are made anew. The Gospel says the 
favored ones aren’t those who fancy themselves to be perfect, but rather the tax 
collectors and the prostitutes; the sinners who recognize their shortcomings, and ask for 
forgiveness, and then try to live it out. God is so great, so let us open ourselves to His 
amazing grace to be transformed, and use it to transform the world and one another, 
one simple action at a time.  


