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THE SIXTEENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Last and First
Matthew 20:1-16; Philippians 1:21-30

I have to admit that when I saw that the Gospel lesson for today was the
parable of the laborers in the vineyard, I groaned.  It’s not that I don’t like this
parable.  I do!  In fact, it is one of my favorites and, I think, along with the
parable of the Good Samaritan, one of the most brilliant stories ever told.  It
is hard, though.  It is a tough parable.  It reveals our struggle with inequity–on
both sides of the equation.  It is a hard parable because we have a visceral
reaction to someone who works one hour at the end of the day being paid the
same as someone who works eight or nine hours all day long.  It is a hard
parable because we have a visceral reaction to the fact that there are a lot of
people in the world who work hard, give a job their very best, and don’t get
paid as much as the guy working next to them.  Sometimes the difference has
to do with experience or seniority.  Sometimes it is a matter of gender or
ethnicity.  Sometimes it might be nothing more than the boss or the owner
decides to pay one person more than another for whatever reason.  It is his
or her business and his or her money and his or her prerogative, but we don’t
think it’s fair.  So I groaned to myself and started looking for another passage
of scripture to address today.  That’s a prerogative we preachers have!

I couldn’t get away from the parable, though.  Whether it had a hold of
me or I would not let go of it, I don’t know.  I knew I needed to speak about it
because it was speaking to me.  Yet, I did not know what it was saying.  All
of the other sermons on this parable that I had preached and heard over the
years were making too much noise in my head.  All I could hear is, “It’s not
fair!  It’s not fair!”

I read through a few articles about the parable and then came across
a footnote in of all places, an annotated edition of the New Testament edited
and authored by Jewish scholars.  I have always thought that if we want to
understand the Old Testament and, thereby, the New Testament, we ought
to pay attention to what Jewish scholars have to say because the Hebrew
scriptures are their scriptures and the New Testament was largely written to
people whose faith was rooted in the Hebrew scriptures.  This particular
volume, a gift from a friend, has been helpful over and over.



I found my answer as to why I needed to address this parable–it is a
setup!  Writing about why the owner paid the last workers first, Aaron Gale,
wrote, “the owner sets up the first hired to believe they will receive more than
those hired last.”1  A set up! 

Had I been in the vineyard that day, I would have been in the group
hired at 6:00 a.m.  I don’t mind hard work.  I enjoy working outside.  I like
using my hands and body to accomplish things.  I even like getting dirty and
sweaty so that I know I have put in a good day’s work.  Standing in line with
my buddies, my fingers would be itching to get hold of that denarius which
was the standard pay for a full day.  It would be enough to feed my family for
the next day.  I also would have noticed that the guys who showed up to work
during the last hour of the day, the ones who got paid first, walked away with
a denarius in their hands.  Seeing that they got paid a day’s wage for one
hour of work, I would elbow my buddy in the rib and tell him that we would
probably get double or triple wages because the boss must be feeling extra
generous today.  When the manager dropped that single coin into my palm,
however, my joy would turn to confusion and then to anger.  How dare the
boss pay those lazy, good for nothing bums a full day’s wage for one hour of
work when most of us had given eight or more hours of hard labor for the
same pay.  That is not fair!

When workers today get paid, it is either in a sealed envelope or, more
often now, by direct deposit.  No one knows what someone else makes.  The
owner in this parable, however, wanted the workers who had toiled all day
long in the vineyard to see what he had paid the ones who worked only an
hour.  He knew they would expect more.  He knew they would not be happy. 
He set them up!  Then Jesus set up his hearers by telling this parable. 
Matthew set up his fellow believers by including in his gospel.  And God has
set us all up by handing it to us today!  We have been set up!  Why?

In the larger context of his gospel, Matthew lets us know what happened
just prior to Jesus telling this parable.  First, Jesus left Galilee and made his
way into Judea, heading ultimately to Jerusalem.  At one stop, some
Pharisees tried to trip him up by quizzing him about the legality of divorce. 
When he stressed the biblical ideal of marriage lasting forever, they pointed
out that Moses allowed for a man to write a certificate of divorce against his
wife.  Jesus knew what they were up to.  He also knew that they couldn’t care
less about his opinion on divorce because they allowed men to divorce their

1Aaron M. Gale, “The Gospel According to Matthew,” The Jewish Annotated New Testament, Amy-Jill
Levine and Marc Zvi Btrettler, eds. (New York: Oxford University Press, 2011), 36.
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wives for the most trivial reasons, sending the women and their children into
poverty and hardship.  He pointed out that the real issue was a hardness of
heart that sought ease for oneself while causing suffering for someone else.

Next, parents brought their children to see Jesus which must have
delighted him to no end. His disciples, however, were upset and protested. 
We all remember that Jesus reprimanded them and reminded them that
children are our models for what it means to be citizens of the kingdom of
God.  Then a young man asked Jesus what he needed to do to inherit eternal
life.  Jesus asked the man what he had been taught.  He told Jesus that he
kept all of the commandments but felt like he needed to do more.  When
Jesus told him to sell his possessions, give them to the poor, and join him in
sharing the gospel, the man went away sad because he was wealthy.  Jesus
told the people listening to him that putting our own comfort and convenience
above all else can keep us from fully participating in the kingdom of God.  In
response, Simon Peter proudly reminded Jesus that he and the other
disciples had indeed left everything behind in order to follow him.  Jesus
acknowledged their sacrifice and, lest they think too highly of themselves, said
to them, “But many who are first shall be last, and the last shall be first”
(Matthew 19:30).  Then he told the parable of the workers in the vineyard.

He set us all up!  We are the ones who search the scriptures for proof
texts to justify anything that we want to do.  We are the ones who forget how
redemptive it can be to live with the openness and wonder of a child.  We are
the ones who want to follow Jesus but only as long as it does not impinge on
our lifestyle or ways of thinking.  We are the laborers who toil faithfully all day
long to make enough to get us through the next day.  And, thankfully, we are
also the laborers who are called late and over and over are surprised by the
generosity of the owner of the vineyard.

The point of the parable, whether you were a Pharisee trying to trip up
Jesus on a point of Mosaic law, a disciple who couldn’t be bothered with the
energy, excitement, and adoration of a child, someone who wanted to follow
Jesus but could not bear the thought of changing lifestyle, or someone like
Peter who was beyond proud because he decided to accept the greatest
invitation ever and follow Jesus, the point of the parable is God’s surprising,
befuddling, irrational, upsetting, and life changing generosity.  It is not about
our merit.  Jesus set us up!

This parable could not be more relevant today if it were printed on the
front page of the Rocky Mount Telegram or The New York Times.  Are you
put off because you have to wear a mask and keep distance from other
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people and no longer do things you want to do?  Are you afraid of what will
happen if you cannot go back to work or the landlord won’t give you another
month to pay your rent or your child cannot manage virtual school?  Are you
the first or the last?  The last or the first?

Are you upset because you see inequities in how people of color are
treated by some people in authority?  Do you think that ultimately we all get
what we deserve?  Do you believe it is time to push for change in our nation
but are put off by acts of violence and vandalism?  Do you think it is way past
time for change and bold action has to be taken because otherwise no one
is paying attention?

Do you wonder if more frequent and violent storms, more ferocious
wildfires, and a pandemic that threatens the entire world is punishment from
God or do you fear that we have over-indulged in our mastery of the world and
forgotten that we are supposed to be taking care of the world?

Do you feel like other people are taking advantage of you or that finally
you are getting a break you desperately need?  Are you a full-time, give-it-
everything-you’ve-got, dependable worker or are you the worker who showed
up at daybreak with everyone else, got passed over time and time again, and
finally got a shot at a job that lasted only a brief time but you were grateful for
the work anyway?  If you answered yes to any of these questions, this parable
is for you.  I know it is for me!

We have been set up by God.  Whether you feel like you don’t get
rewarded for all of the good you do or you feel like you just hit the jackpot
which you needed but didn’t deserve, this parable is for you.  No matter when
we show up and are invited to work, no matter our challenges in life, our
advantages or disadvantages, no matter our abilities or lack of skills, we are
the workers in the vineyard.  God is the owner and gives us all what he
promised.  If we think we are being cheated, we might need to rethink our
place in life.  If we realize we have been undeservedly blessed, we need to
rethink our responsibility to the world.  If we think God is being unfair, we may
need to pay closer attention to God and how God works in our lives.

I came across a story the other day that is a timely reminder for me of
my place in the world and, I hope, it will also be a timely reminder to you of
your place.

This story was related in a sermon by The Rev. Nils Chittenden, Rector
of St. Stephens Episcopal Church in Armonk, New York.  He explained that
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when he lived in England, candidates who were preparing for ordination would
go on retreat with their Bishop who would give them what he called the
‘Bishop’s Charge.’

[The Bishop] spoke about the day he was ordained deacon. 
He spent it, obviously, in all his finery, set apart for his new
ministry, the focus of attention, vested with new power and
influence.  He enjoyed the splendor and the lavishness of it all,
and the grandeur of his new position.  At the end of the day, after
the parish ‘do' following his welcome service, he found himself
alone in the church hall, stacking brown plastic chairs and felt
indignant.  “I shouldn't be doing this, I wasn't ordained to stack
plastic chairs.”  Then he immediately rebuked himself.  “No,
actually, this is precisely what you were ordained to do. To be a
servant, to serve through even the humblest of actions, and to
lead through a life of servant-hood.”2

Still feeling the hands of blessing on his head, the Bishop–then a parish
priest–found himself in line to get paid after a long day’s work and indignant
that other people had it better and easier.  Then he realized that he was
actually a latecomer and blessed beyond measure by the generous owner of
the vineyard.

Jesus set us up because he knew that we all are the workers who come
early and work all day and expect to be compensated accordingly with the
goodness of life.  Jesus also knew that we are the ones who finally get a
break, get some work, and are generously compensated beyond what is
expected.  It is all about God’s generosity.  Some of us are fortunate to have
what we need and perhaps even more.  Others of us are fortunate in that
when we need help, it arrives.  All of us are blessed in that God provides what
we need . . . and sometimes uses others of us to help.  We were set up by
this parable.  Only when we realize that we stand on both sides of the
paymaster will learn to live joyfully.  Only when we understand that the last will
be first and the first will be last is not about inequity and unfairness but is all
about God’s generosity will we enjoy be able to enjoy the blessings of God. 
We were set up!  Hopefully, we will take the bait and realize how good God
is to us all.  Hopefully, we will also learn to look as generously on one another
as God does on us.  Amen.

2The Rev. Nils Chittenden, “The Last Shall Be First,” Sermon preached at St. Stephens Episcopal
Church, Armonk, New York (August 28, 2016); available online at: https://www.ststephensarmonk.org/
the-last-shall-be-first.
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September 20, 2020 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

Good and gracious God, we live in a world that demands so much from
us, a world that measures success and happiness by quantity and tries to
convince us that our worth is found in what we can accomplish and how much
we can acquire. Voices shout for our attention from every direction, agendas
use us to justify themselves, and factions play us against one another to
ensure their own power.  We are pulled in every direction, distracted by the
chaos and clutter, and weighed down by more worries and anxieties than we
can number. 

But you, Gracious God, call us beloved and cherish us as your children.
Through Christ, you lead us to a life, not measured by what we deserve or
can earn, but that overflows with the abundance of your goodness and grace.
You invite us into a kingdom whose economy is measured by joy and
compassion and mercy.  

Where the world tells us to do whatever we must to remain in control
and get ahead, you have shown us that the greatest faith grows from the
tiniest of seeds, that true power is found in vulnerability, and that those willing
to give the most will, in turn, gain the whole world.  O God, grant us the grace
to hear your call above the flattery and deception of other messages that
beckon to us, and give us the courage to follow you instead of chasing after
attractions and accolades that are temporary.  Make us attentive to the sound
of  your voice.  Grant us wisdom to discern your truth.  Give us endurance and
creativity to work toward the vision of your kingdom where all your children are
welcomed and valued as brothers and sisters.  

In your extravagant love, O God, you have given us so much already,
more than we could ever measure, and more than we deserve, but we dare
to ask for one thing more: Give us Jesus.  When we are alone or afraid, give
us Jesus.  When the pressures around us or the emptiness within us is too
much to bear, give us Jesus.  When we have joy to share or a blessing to
offer, give us Jesus.  Whether we are the first and the greatest, the last and
the least, or feel lost, misunderstood, or unnoticed somewhere in the
multitudes, O God in your mercy, remind us that we are known and we are
loved, and give us Jesus.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards
Associate Minister


