Expanding the Footprint of our Heart 

a sermon delivered by the Rev. Scott Dalgarno Sept. 24, 2023,
based on Matthew 20:1-16 

Let me begin by referring to two members of my former church in Ashland.  They had moved their 20 years ago because they had decided it was the best place they could imagine to raise their two children.  Well, that’s one reason I located there in 1994.  But the similarity between us ended there. That’s because my friends had retired there … at the age of 34.  They retired because they were friends of a man named Bill Gates, and they had been part of the first wave of employees of Microsoft Corporation.  
Stock options, of course, were what made that possible.  I asked my friend, Linda, what she did for Microsoft and she said, “We were there before Bill met his wife, Melinda. I was the person he hired to tell him, “It’s been two weeks, Bill – you really need to shower.”
Well, America worships those with the luck and/or foresight to sign on to a company like that in its infancy.  But the parable we’re examining this morning is anything but a call from Jesus to “go and do likewise.”  Quite the opposite.  
It’s the story of people who have no luck and even less foresight and they still get stock options. One Biblical interpreter has said that the parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard is a little like cod liver oil: “You know Jesus is right, you know it must be good for you, but that does not make it any easier to swallow” (Barbara Brown Taylor)
Along with the parable of the Prodigal Son, the parable is one of those stories of grace so radical that it offends us because it seems to reward those who have done the least while it sends those who have worked the hardest to the end of the line.

"So the last will be first and the first last," Jesus says, scrambling the usual order of things, and challenging all the usual assumptions by which most of us live our lives.

The first assumption -- that the front of the line is the place to be.

The second, that the way to win God's approval is to be the best person, the hardest worker, the first one into the vineyard in the morning and the last one to leave at night. 

But, according to today's text, that will get you exactly nowhere with God. I’m sorry, but that is the gospel as it comes to us from Jesus.
According to the parable, those at the end of the line will not only be paid as much as those at the front; they will also be paid first. 

Now if this two-thousand year old parable sounds so bizarre as to be easily dismissed, listen to a similar story that is new, by comparison.  

Bob Schwartz was the owner of a mid-size trucking company in Chicago. He made the decision to sell the company to a large national corporation while he was still ahead of the game. He saw that there would not be room for a company like his for long. You either expand your business quickly, or you sell.  He sold.  
Each year at Christmas, Bob had given his employees and drivers a bonus based on the company's profit and the employees’ time on the job. This final year, however had been an especially good one. He decided to give everyone a generous Christmas bonus; quite a bit more than they had gotten in the previous few years. And ... everyone would receive the same amount. If you were on the payroll December 20th when the checks were cut, you got the bonus. 

Well, when the envelopes were first opened there was joy and good cheer all around. Laughter even. Then...slowly, people began to compare checks. "Hey, Larry...what did you get?" 

Yeah, you guessed it; there was massive discontent among the long-term employees: 

"I couldn't believe it," Bob, the owner, said, "I tried to do something that would be wonderful for everybody and what do I get? Furious emails and texts -- from people who got larger bonus checks than they’d ever gotten before !?" 
Well, according to Jesus' parable the manager just feels like being generous.  It's his vineyard.   He can do whatever he wants with it, and what he wants is for the last to be first and the first last.  Everyone will be paid; no one will go home empty handed. He simply wants to reverse the order and pay all the workers the same thing.  

Well, some of them have been there since dawn.  Early that morning the vineyard owner went to the 7-11 parking lot downtown where those without steady jobs hung out, smoking and drinking cups of dollar coffee, and he hired a handful of them to work in his vineyard for the day.  He offered them a denarius, which is a fair day’s wage.  And they were agreeable, but by nine in the morning it was apparent there was more work than they could do.  

So the vineyard owner went back to the 7-11 again, and again at noon, and again at three in the afternoon, bringing more workers back with him each time after promising to pay them whatever was right.  

Finally, at five, with only one hour left before dark he goes back to the parking lot and finds a few men standing there who have been pitching pennies and nickels since three fifteen and he rounds them up and takes them back to the vineyard where the afternoon breeze has made everything bearable and they help everyone put away the tools, and toss the tailings into the dumpster.  

Then comes the moment they’ve all been waiting for.  The vineyard owner calls the steward to give them their pay.  
And beginning with the last to be hired he presses a denarius into each of their hands.  When they gasp out loud the others strain to see and a murmur goes around the crowd.  The vineyard owner has turned out to be a very generous man.  

If he pays the latecomers a whole denarius for just an hour’s work then, doesn’t that mean that those who arrived at dawn are about to get a bundle?  

But before they can do the math in their heads the steward has paid them all – one denarius.  Whether they came at dawn and slaved the whole day in the sun, or showed up at 5pm to work the last hour, their pay is the same.  And the murmur at the front of the line quickly turns to grumbling.  

“These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us.”  say the first to be hired, their faces all sunburned and their clothes crisp now from dried sweat.  You have made them equal to us who have born the heat of noon-time.”

That is when the householder reminds them that he has kept his part of the bargain, that he has paid them exactly what they agreed to be paid, and what business is it of theirs what he pays the others, anyway – I mean, the vineyard is his, the money is his.  
Isn’t he allowed to do what he wants with what is his?  

“Or do you begrudge my generosity?” he says.  

You bet they do.  Like most human beings they have an innate sense of what is fair and what is not fair.  

Equal pay for equal work is fair; equal pay for unequal work is not fair.  

Rewarding those who do the most work is fair; rewarding those who do the least work is ridiculous.  

But then the first lesson of living, is -- life is not fair.  You know this, as well as I do.  
Listen please, to another story.  The middle-aged employee-of-the-month arrives at her desk early every morning, answering the phone until her co-workers appear, all late  
She skips lunch to catch up on the filing and stays late to fill out reports for her supervisor, who has learned that she is the only one in the department who knows what is going on. 

When annual raises are due, he calls her into the office and explains that while she has done a superlative job, there will be no merit increases this year.  Salaries will be increased across the board by 1% because he is concerned about group morale.  

It’s not fair. 

Or … say a man cares for his elderly mother, taking her into his own home when she becomes too frail to live by herself, and although he has three brothers and sisters, he rarely hears from them.  They call from time to time to tell him how grateful they are, but do they ever once offer to help?  
No.  “They have problems of their own,” his mother tells him, patting his hand.  
“I just thank God for you,” she says.  Then she dies, and suddenly the whole family appears, grieving as if they missed her and had been there all along making Jalapeno poppers for her and tea.  

At the reading of the will they are all ears.  The man who had gone down to half-time so he could care for his mother, sits and listens as the will is read.  “I leave my estate to be divided equally among my four dear children,” it reads, “Because I love them all the same.”   It’s just not fair.

Life is not fair; which is why it seems all the more important that God should be. Right?  God should be the one authority whom you can count on to reward people according to their efforts. God should be like Santa Claus, keeping track of how long you have worked and how hard. 

And  … God should also be the one who does not let people break into line ahead of you.  God should be the one manager who polices the line, walking up and down to make sure everyone stays where he or she belongs so that the first remain first and the last wait their turn,  at the end of the line.  
Life may not be fair, but dang it, God should be.  That’s certainly how the pundits on FOX News see it.  
But, according to Jesus, FOX News can go to hell.  God is the vineyard owner who pays everyone what he agrees to pay those who started the workday at dawn.  

In every case, the pay is the same.  A fair day’s wage  – but how it is received depends entirely on what each worker believes he is entitled to. 

Those who have gotten more than they think they deserve are jubilant. 

Those who have gotten less are furious.  

“Take what belongs to you and go,“ says the vineyard owner.
“Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me?”  

God is not fair.  For reasons we may never know.

Yes, and God also seems to enjoy reversing the systems we set up to explain why God should love some of us more than others.

Jesus apparently wants us to know that God’s ways are not our ways, and that if we want to see things God’s way, we might have to question our own notions of what is fair and not fair. 

We may have to ask ourselves why we get so freaking upset when our notions of what is fair get upended. 

So -- what upsets you in this world? What makes you crazy?  

Is it illegal immigrants who snuck over the border decades ago whose children are getting college scholarships your kids or grandkids are not eligible for because they are not in a minority?  

Or is it the gargantuan bail-out of the banks in 2008 because you know how fast and loose they played with our money. 

I picked up some noodles at a place called Pasta Plus in Eugene and the lady behind the counter said she is having to pay lots more for wheat than she paid last year and that makes things really tight.  And she doesn’t think that the government is going to come around any time soon with a plan to bail her out.  

I’m just trying to find the right button to push for you.

Again, whether you like or hate the essential message of bleeding heart Jesus, it all depends on where you stand in the line, right?  What you have to gain or lose.  Who’s done you dirt in the past.  Or who’s done you good for no reason at all.  

Here’s what I mean.  If the parable bothers you, it’s probably because you’ve forgotten when you yourself have gotten very lucky and been blessed with something you didn’t deserve.  When did you get bailed out?  

God is not fair, it’s true, but you know something, if God is not fair, then there is every chance that in the end, we will get paid more than we are worth, more than we deserve, not because of who we are, but because of who God is.  

God is not fair, but the good news is this: God is generous. The question hanging in the air is, can we accept that? 

Whether you are happy in life or a perpetual grouch has everything to do with how you answer that question.  

Listen to an updated version of this parable folded into the prodigal son parable.  See what it does to your perspective:  

Jesus began to teach in parables.  He said, “The kingdom of God is like two brothers who were called by God to give up all they had and serve humanity.  

The older one responded to the call generously, though he had to wrench his heart from his family and the girl he loved and dreamed of marrying.  He eventually went off to a distant land where he spent himself in service to the poorest of the poor. 

A persecution arose in that country and he was arrested, falsely accused, tortured and put to death.  

And the Lord said to him, “Well done good and faithful servant! You gave me a thousand talents worth of service, I shall now give you a billion billion talents worth of reward.  Enter into the joy of your Lord.”  

The younger boy’s response to the call was less than generous.  He decided to ignore it and go ahead and marry the girl he loved.  He enjoyed a happy married life, his business prospered, and he became famous and rich.  Occasionally he would give alms to the poor.  

And when it was his turn to die, the Lord said to him, “Well done good and faithful servant!  You have given me ten talents worth of service.  I shall now give you a billion billlion talents worth of reward.  Enter into the joy of your Lord.”

The older boy was surprised when he heard that his brother was to get the same reward as he.  And he was pleased.  He said, “Lord, knowing this as I do, if I were to be born and live my life again, I would still do exactly what I did for you.”  (by Anthony de Mello in THE SONG OF THE BIRD).

This is the gospel of the Lord. Anything less is a counterfeit.  
Amen
