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Sermon for Septuagesima

                          
I Corinthians 9:24-27   Psalm 119:25-32   Matthew 20:1-16

 Who do you know that works extra hard? Single moms? Health care workers? Farmers? Restaurant owners? Teachers? We all admire hard workers, don’t we?
 But what about people who can’t get steady jobs? What is our attitude towards them? 

 We often “rate” people on their types of jobs, or how hard they work. And, even if we might not like to admit it, we often “rate” people on how much money they make.

 What was Jesus’ attitude towards the poor and the outcasts of society? He certainly didn’t look down on them. 

 He spent more time among them than he did among the leaders of his society. Jesus even got a bad reputation for hanging around with “outsiders.”
 So, when Jesus tells a parable about day-labourers hired to work in a vineyard, he puts a few twists in the tale. Jesus wants us to look again at how God treats “the last, the least, and the lost.”
 Jesus starts his parable with a vineyard owner who realizes his grape crop is at the peak of ripeness. Today is the day to gather them in. Grapes are fussy things. To get the best wine, they have to be picked when they’re ready, not the day before and not the day after.

 So, starting at dawn, the landowner goes down to the local Hiring Hall and brings back some labourers to get started. He tells them they will each get paid a fair day’s wage. 
 There is an exceptionally heavy crop of grapes this year. The first crew finds it slow going, while the morning dew is still heavy on the gleaming bunches of grapes.
 Pretty quickly the vineyard owner sees he needs more workers, so he goes back for another crew. He does this at 9:00 AM, noon, and 3:00 PM. Lots and lots of workers. To each of them he says, “I will pay you what is right.”

 By now, it’s getting towards late afternoon, and this bumper crop of grapes is still not all picked. And is it ever hot! The air between the vines is stifling. It’s hard work.
 Hour after hour, the vineyard gets busier with more workers, filling baskets with heavy clusters of grapes.
 The owner is anxious to get this bumper crop in. He is still short a few workers as the sun gets lower in the sky.

  He goes back to the hiring hall one last time, and finds some people standing around. They’re the ones with purple hair standing out in spikes, motorcycle leathers, and lots of tattoos. He asks them, “Why aren’t you out working?” They said “Because no one hired us.”

 The owner says “Well, look, you go work in my vineyard, too. I’ll pay you what’s right.”

 Off they go, even though there’s only about an hour to go.

 Just as its getting dark, the crop is safely in. The owner is thinking, “This is great. My best crop ever, time to pay everyone.”
 He tells his foreman to line up the workers to give them their pay envelopes, starting with the last ones hired, and so on down to the first ones hired.

 The ones who worked an hour open their pay, and find six crisp new twenties. Wow! $120 for an hour’s work!
 Word spreads down the line quickly. They got 120 bucks for one hour of work! WE should make a lot more than that!
 The other ones do some quick math. “If this guy is paying $120 an hour, we should get… let’s see, $480 for 4 hours, $960 for 8 hours work. And the early birds should get over $1400.00!”
 But as the pay envelopes get passed out, they all get the same as the last ones hired: 6 crisp twenties. $120 each, no matter how long they worked.
 One of them says to the vineyard owner, “Hey, what gives here? These last only worked one hour, and you have made them equal to us who sweated for hours and hours in the heat of the day. What’s the big idea?”
 The owner turns to him and says, “Listen, friend, you’re not getting gypped. When I hired you, didn’t you agree with me for a day’s wage? So, look, take your pay and go.”
 And Jesus says at the end of his parable, “So, the last will be first, and the first shall be last.”

 Is God a little too generous with latecomers? Shouldn’t God give to us according to the amount of work we have done over the years?

 It would work that way if God used the rule of equal pay for equal work. But God has other plans for newcomers to his kingdom.
 Have you noticed how often lifelong church members carry “the heat of the day”? Many a church relies on these “cradle Christians.”
 But what about the latecomers and newcomers who are called later on? What about, for instance, the new young couple in town, who ask for their baby to be baptised, but find that life nowadays makes it hard for them to make to church more than occasionally? 

 If we have been working in God’s vineyard for a long, long time, we might even think we know all there is to know about picking grapes. We might find ourselves thinking, “It’s all very well having these latecomers around, but they don’t know how things work around here.”
 Did you notice that to get the grape harvest in, the owner needed every last worker? And that the landowner pays the SAME wages to ALL the workers, regardless of hours worked?
 As the landowner said to the workers who got their pay last, thinking they would get more, “I choose to give to these last workers the same as I gave you. Is it against the law to do what I want with my money? Have you got a problem with me being generous?” 
 In the kingdom of God, the first and the last are treated just the same. That’s how generous God is.
 We are all, old-timers and newcomers alike, members of God’s work crew. All receive the same wages, the same grace, the same eternal life through Christ. So, welcome to God’s harvest crew. Welcome to the kingdom of God.
