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I  would   guess  that  your  response  to  the  Parable  we  have   just   listened  to  is   very close  to  the  response   most   people  who hear  it  have. The parable, as  Jesus  tells  it,  generates a sense  that the  first  hired  workers have   been cheated.  They    have been  dealt  with  unjustly.    Our first  question,  then, is  did Jesus  tell  the   parable intending  to  generate   this kind of  response?  

So  let’s   go  back to the  beginning  and  look  carefully  at how  the   story  developes    ( I’m   relying   on   Bernard  Brandon   Scott’s  exegesis  here.)   We  have only  vague  clues  about  the  story’s  direction  as  it  begins.     The  man in the  story  is   identified  as a  land  owner,  a  householder.  He  has  work  that   needs to  be  done.  And    there are the  men  who are   looking  for  work.  

The  time of  day is morning.  The normal  time for  hiring.  The   time of year is not  identified.   It  may  be harvest,  but  the parable  doesn’t  say.  There is important  information  that  is   left out,     which    the   hearers of the   parable   must  fill in,  to   keep   the   story    moving.  This is one of the  ways that the  story  invites us  to become  participants.

Finally  we   discover this is not  simply  any   farm  work  but labor  in a   vineyard.   Vines  and    vineyards   have a  rich   symbolic  heritage   in  Israel’s   history.   So  the   very  beginning  of this  parable  is  full of  possibilities,  Is  the  focus   going   be on  wages?  Is it  a story of  harvest or  planting  or  perhaps  pruning?  Is  it  a    symbolic   story   about  life?   About the   lives  of   the   hearers? 

Next   comes the  negotiation.  The workers  will work for   the day  and  receive  in  return  a  denarius.    How much is that?  No one is  sure.    The  best  possible   guess is that  it  would be  enough  to   support  a  worker and  his  family  at a   subsistence  level.    This  wage would in no  way  generate  a  surplus.   It is not a  generous  wage.  It   would  put   food on  your  table  for a  day  and  clothes  on  your   back.

“And  going   out  about the  third hour, he saw others  standing  in the marketplace,  idle  and to those he said, “Go  you also  into the   vineyard and whatever is right I will  give  you.” And they  went”

Now  the  action is  different.   Did  you  catch  that?  The  first   bargained  an  agreement;  these  “idlers”  as they are  called  are  told to go into  the   vineyard  and they will receive  what is   RIGHT.   Now  what will that  turn out  to  be?  What are       ‘right”  wages?

But  our   wondering is  interrupted   almost  immediately   by more  action.    The  property  owner does the same thing  again  at the   sixth   hour and  the  ninth  hour and   at the   eleventh  hour.    The  man’s  urgency  becomes more  obvious.   And  where  do  these  other’s   come from.  Were they  there  before?    If  they  were   why  didn’t  he hire  them  then?   With  this  sense of  urgency  and  these  questions we are   ready for the  final  section.

“When  evening came  the  master  of  the    vineyard said to his  steward, “ Call the  workers and   give  them their  wages. 

So   those  hired  last, at the   eleventh hour come  first  and  they each  receive  a  denarius.    And then those   at the   ninth  hour and  the  sixth hour and  the    third  hour.  And  each  receive  the  same    wage,  a  denarius.  

Then  when  those   come  who  were hired   first,  we expect, and so do they,  That   they will receive  more,  they have  worked   the   whole day, not a  part of it.  But  they  receive  the same  as all the  rest. They  grumble  and  complain.  And  we  think  as do they,  “ It   isn’t  fair.  It’s  not  right.  It  isn’t   just.”

Then the    master   speaks to one of them;  “Friend, am I not  doing   you  right? Did   you not  agree with me to  work  for  a  day  for a  denarius?   Why  does  the   master   speak  to only  one of  the   workers?  

 He has  related to them in  groups  all day long,  hasn’t  he?    And as the story  progresses  from the  first  group  that  he  has an   agreement  with   for   a   denarius  for a  days   work,   there  is  the  expectation   that as he hires  the  next  group and the  next   and the  next    and  agrees to pay them  what is   right  that  there will be  a   proportionate  difference    between what each group is  paid,   according to how long they have  worked.  

Remember   this  parable,  as   all  Jesus   parables  is   about  the  kingdom  of   God…About  how  God  intends  the   world  to   function.  About God’s   dream   for  the  world.  About   what   God  is   creating  right  now  in  us and   around  us,   even though  we  may  not   see  it  or  feel  it.

 What  has  happened  now is that   all are being treated  equally.  The   master  is  recognizing  no  distinctions.  Each  has  been paid  what  is  right.   So  he  can  speak  to  one  and  what  he   says  will apply  to all,  to each and  every one. 

In   this  instance  our notion  of  “Justice”, our   rule   book,   Our   ideas  of  what is  “Right”  doesn’t   work.   God’s   dream  or  God’s  way  involves  something   totally   different;    a   distributive  justice.   All,   every    human  being,    receives   an  equal   share  of    what is  necessary  to   live.  

And in a   culture like that  of  the   first  century  Roman  Empire and    the   American  Empire of the   twenty  first   century…  where  there  are   many   distinctions made  about a   person’s  worth and  value some  of   which are  based on  what  they   do,   their   financial  assets;    the  amount    of money they  are   paid,  their   stock  portfolio,  the amount  and kind of land they own,  the  size of their  house,  and  the  make and  number of  cars they  possess….This  story  tells us that  in  God’s  empire  it is   different.

Now ,  a   little  information   about   our  culture.  This   may  be  something   you  already  know.     I   simply   want  to lift  it   up  again  in  the  context  of  this    parable  and  what  we   have  just   been     thinking  our  way  through.  I’m  quoting  from an   article  by   Don  Peck  in this  month’s   issue   of  ‘The   Atlantic’.

  “In   our    country      today   the   richest  1   percent  of   households   possess  as   much   wealth  as the   bottom   90  per  cent  and  with  each   passing   year  a   greater  share  of the  nations   treasure  is   flowing through   their hands and into  their   pockets….the   term   used  for   this  state   of   affairs in  the   political   arena,  is  a   plutocracy”  -  not  a   democracy

The  reason  I  bring   this  up   is   so   that   you and  I  can  be  clear.   Being  a   disciple  of   Jesus.  Being   co-creators  with   God  of  a   peaceful and   just   world.;   Does   not    mean, as much as  we   may   love   our   country,   endorsing   the    current  trends  in   our    economy   where   there   is   such  a    huge    divide  between the    rich and  the   poor.  And  such a   massive   accumulation  of   wealth  in  the   hands  of   so   few.  That    situation is  not   what    God   intends.  It  is the   opposite  of   what   Jesus  lived and   taught.  And  it is  something   that   Jesus  disciples   will address and   attempt   to   change.  

According  to   God’s  rules,  a   person’s  worth    and  value  is not   based on what one  does  or    produces  or  owns.  A  person’s    worth and  value is  based on  the  fact  that  they are called    to   go  into  the    vineyard -   a  vineyard  way   of  life – God’s  way   of  life.    All  are  invited  into   the  way   of   living   St.  Paul   calls   life  in the   spirit.    All  receive the  same.     Jesus  table  fellowship  was a  model   for  this  and so is   ours.  All are invited.  And  all   receive  the  same.

And  what is the  basis of   this invitation?   It is  God’s  desire  for  you.   God   longs  to   have a relationship with you.   You are the   apple of  God’s   eye.   You  make  God’s  day.  God  is in  love with  you.  God   can’t  live  without   you.    This  is   what the  grace of God  is all about.  The  free  gift   of  God’s  presence in  your  life.  

One of the ways of  thinking  about   what we do  each   Sunday  morning   is  that  we gather   as a   community   of  people.  People  called  by   Jesus  to  be  his   disciples.  People  called  by   God  to  live  into  God’s  way   of  doing  things.  And  for a   time  we   practice.  We  rehearse  and   live   the  way  we  are   called  to  live  day in and  day  out -   out   there.

It’s  an incredible  journey.  From  one  world  to   another,  and   back   again.  The   distance   is  unmeasurable.   From  falsehood  to   truth.   From   death  to  life.  From  darkness  into  the  light  and  then leaving  to  take  that   light into  the  darkness,  as   co-creators  with   God   of  a   new   world.  
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