
Lay Reader Sermon Series II


Septuagesima


psalter:
Psalms 20 & 121
1st lesson:
Joshua 1:1-9
2nd lesson:
Matthew 20:1-16
The Late Comers
Is it fair to pay a man who's worked only one hour as much as one who has worked all day? Of course it isn't; but the New Testament lesson for this Sunday isn't a parable about economics, or about how to run a business. Its purpose is to tell us something about God and His kingdom. The Lord began it with these words, "The kingdom of heaven is like unto a man that is an householder . . ." He tells us that in this kingdom, God operates by His own standards; as the owner of the vineyard asked, "Is it not lawful for me to do what I will with mine own?"

The time of the year depicted in the parable may have been the harvest. But the custom arose in the Church to read this lesson in the spring of the year. At any rate, workers were needed in the vineyard. The working day was 12 hours, so the first men were hired about six o'clock in the morning. The wages agreed on were a "penny," or denarius, a silver coin of that time which was the usual pay for a day's work. The owner went out four more times during the day to hire additional workers, at the third hour, or nine o'clock; then at the sixth and ninth hours (noon and three in the afternoon); and then one last time at the eleventh hour. In each case he told them he would pay "whatsoever is right."
Payment for the work was made at the end of the day, because the book of Leviticus commanded, "The wages of a hired servant shall not remain with you all night until the morning." (Leviticus 10:13) Deuteronomy extended this rule to non-Jews as well as the Jewish worker, and said, "You shall give him his hire on the day he earns it, before the sun goes down...lest he cry against you to the Lord." (Deuteronomy 24:14-15)

The last hired were the first paid, and they received a full day's wages. When those who had worked all day came, they were given the same, a denarius, even though they now expected more. Of course they complained to the householder: "These last have wrought but one hour, and thou hast made them equal unto us, which have borne the burden and heat of the day." The owner replied that he was doing them no wrong, because he was giving them what they had all agreed to. It's my choice, he said, to give to the men hired last the same as I give to you. "Is it not lawful for me to do what I will with mine own," he asked. Or as the question can also be worded, "Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me?" (RSV).

The wages for a day have been compared to God's gift of eternal life, which God in His gracious mercy gives to all who turn to Him, early or late: "I will give unto this last, even as unto thee." Some one has summed up the message of the parable in these words: "The ultimate reward is the kingdom of God or the life of the world to come...This is given alike to all who serve God. In the light of this, all other rewards are trivial, and all attempts to make comparisons between one man's reward and another's are out of place."
The thief on the cross is the classic example of the person who comes to God at the last hour. He prayed, "Lord, remember me when thou comest into thy kingdom." Jesus replied, "Today shalt thou be with me in paradise." (Luke 23:42-43)

The parable of the prodigal son, which is the Gospel for the Ninth Sunday after Trinity, is a companion piece in some ways to the story of the workers in the vineyard. The younger son was fully received back into the family, and a banquet held to celebrate his return. When his older brother heard about all this, he objected strongly, in terms that remind us of what was said by those who worked all day: "Lo, these many years do I serve thee, neither transgressed I at any time thy commandment: and yet thou never gavest me a kid, that I might make merry with my friends. But as soon as this thy son was come, which hath devoured thy living with harlots, thou hast killed for him the fatted calf." (Luke 15:29-30)
The father did not defend what the younger son had done, but tried to reassure the older. "Thou are ever with me, and all that I have is thine." It's very appropriate that we rejoice, he declared, because "This thy brother was dead, and is alive again; and was lost, and is found." Or, as the owner of the vineyard said, "Friend, I do thee no wrong."

One of the first Anglican congregations which the writer of this sermon attended began with a very small group, as many others also did. After this small group had been carrying on for some time their witness to the traditional faith, the rector of the local Episcopal church, with a large part of his congregation, came over to the Anglican parish. This had been planned for some time, but when this writer visited the combined group, a member who had been there from the beginning complained, "They've taken over everything!" It wasn't an easy lesson to learn, but these latecomers were just as eligible to be received and to take part in the parish activities as those who had been there from the first. "I choose to give to this last as I give to you" (RSV).

The householder also asked the complaining workers, "Is thine eye evil, because I am good?" A verse in Proverbs says, "He who has a bountiful eye will be blessed, for he shares his bread with the poor." (Proverbs 22:9) The vineyard owner's last question can also be put this way, "Do you begrudge my generosity?" Or paraphrased, "Does my friendliness produce in thee the unfriendly feeling of a disgruntled man?"

By God's grace and help, we must learn to rejoice in His generosity. We can think of a new-born baby in a large family, a late-comer to the group. But affection for him is not based on merit he has earned or work he has done; if that were so, there would be no love at all for him. He's loved for his own sake, and the family dotes on him. The concern of the owner of the vineyard for those who had worked only one hour was something like that.

It's this way because that's the way God is. It's an exercise of His sovereignty. As someone has well written, "It's His right, as long as He is faithful to His promise, to go beyond it as He pleases. He refuses to have His generosity limited."

This parable isn't meant to discourage us from working and praying for the advancement of God's kingdom. There is the privilege of service in the kingdom of heaven. We also serve because of gratitude for all that God has done for us, and is doing, through our Lord and His Church. We pray in the General Thanksgiving in Morning Prayer that we may show forth God's praise both in what we say and how we live, "By giving up ourselves to (His) service, and by walking before (Him) in holiness and righteousness all our days."

The lesson from the Gospel according to Saint Matthew that was read today reminds us and teaches us that we serve a generous and merciful God. He wants us all to serve Him all of our days, but He also calls in and gladly receives those who have only one hour of the day left to give. Like Him, may we generously and gladly receive them.
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