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It’s not fair!  How many times as a parent did you or do hear those words from one of your children.  We heard it all the time.  In fact, a large part of parenting is trying to manage the nearly impossible task of keeping things fair among the children.

Imagine this real life scenario from the Beebe family some years ago.  You have three kids.  They are all in elementary school and therefore all get off the bus and come home at the same time.  They also love chocolate chip cookies and you make sure there are always cookies in the cookie jar so they can have a snack when they get home from school. On this day you are home for lunch.  You open the cookie jar and see there are only two cookies left.  There’s no time to make more, you have to get back to work.  You begin to panic.  You have 3 chocolate chip loving kids but only 2 cookies in the cookie jar.   What can you possibly do to make it fair for all three kids?  How do you divide two cookies into three equal parts?  It can’t be done.  They’ll crumble apart.  And so you decide to do what any wise and experienced parent would do in that situation.   You eat the cookies.  Problem solved.  None of them get a cookie, and that’s fair for all.


Beginning at a young age, children know that there should be some fundamental fairness in life. Many of you probably got an allowance as a child, that weekly “reward” for doing the chores that were your responsibility.  If so, you probably had your allowance go up as you got older and did more chores. 

If a five year old gets a dollar for picking up their toys and clothes;

If an eight year old gets five dollars for feeding the dog, emptying the garbage, and vacuuming the living room;  then a twelve year old should get considerably more for mowing the lawn, doing some laundry, watching younger siblings, and cleaning the garage. It’s only fair.  We want our kids to learn the fundamental value that, “Hard work pays off.” 

That is why the parable in today’s gospel text is so unsettling. It is easy to identify with the grumbling guys who worked sunup to sundown, through the heat of the day, and then watched in amazement as some slackers who worked for only one measly hour, in the cool of the approaching evening no less, got paid a full day’s wage. Of course the full day worker EXPECTS more. Of course the full day worker SHOULD get more. It is only fair. More work should equal more wages. ”Hard work pays off.”

But it doesn’t in Jesus’ story of the kingdom. Instead those who worked 6 am to 6pm got the same dusty denarius that the 5pm-6pm workers got. How is that fair? It’s not. You’d be outraged, too.  That’s not fair.  No one could run a business like that.  And yet, the owner gave what he said, a day’s wage.  He was fair to you, it’s just that he was more than fair, especially generous, to the others.


Well, this parable isn’t really about how to run a business, is it?   It’s about something we call grace.  Grace is giving something to another, even though they haven’t earned or deserved it.  Spiritually, grace is what God gives to us freely, His love in Jesus.  It’s not earned or achieved, it’s just gift.


Part of my message last week on the 10th anniversary of  9/11was about forgiveness.    Remember how Joseph forgave his brothers of their wrongdoing and was so mature, he could see God’s hand at work even in the bad times?  We call that mercy.  The brothers deserved punishment, but Joseph forgave. Mercy is what God does not do to us, even though we do deserve it.  Well, today we’re talking about the other side of that coin, grace.  Grace is what God does do for us, even though we don’t deserve it.  Grace is gift.

Our human families all need grace, and moments of grace.  It’s what brings joy and happiness to life.  It’s a way to express unconditional love.  Probably the best examples are with our children, especially when they’re young and life is still innocent and so much is new and fresh.  Think back to some of those special birthdays.  I remember giving our kids their first bikes.  The smile on their faces, the excitement of having their own wheels.  As parents we didn’t do that because they had somehow earned our love and made enough points so they could now have a bike.  No, we gave it freely.  They never had to pay us back.  It was a free gift.  That’s grace.


What’s true in our human family is also true in our church family.  Sharing grace, free gifts, in concrete ways, is what makes the church community unique and meaningful.  That’s what many of our ministries do.  The blankets before you made for Rivers of Mercy orphanage are a gift of grace.  When a death in the congregation occurs and the family is grieving their loss, members of the church support the family by bringing meals, perhaps preparing a funeral reception, and sending cards of sympathy.   That’s sharing grace.   When the choir sings or the worship band prepares songs for our services, it’s all done freely.  That’s grace, sharing God’s love in song.   Some of you visit our shut-in members, some of you provide a meal to members recuperating after surgery, some of you work with our children and youth, some of you serve on council, some of you pray for your church and some of you take care of the facility and grounds.  That’s all grace, and there is so much more, and that’s what makes the church the special place of blessing it is.  The more we give freely, out of love, the better the church becomes.

What really makes today’s lesson so shocking is that the owner of the vineyard is so incredibly generous.  He’s fair, but then he’s more than fair.  The fair thing to do would have been to prorate the wage.  The first workers get the full day’s pay, the next group 3 hour less, the next group 6 hours less, and so on.  But this landowner wasn’t paying by the hour.  Everyone gets the same, no matter how long you worked.


Now something just doesn’t seem fair about that.  And it really irritated the religious leaders of the day.  If I serve God, work for God, do things for God, give my time to God,  if I give my offerings to God, shouldn’t I get something more , be a bit more highly favored, than someone who ignores God and give nothing to God their whole life and has some late in life conversion?  That doesn’t make sense, that’s not fair.  
Jonah sure didn’t think God was being fair, and it ticked him off.  Nineveh was a sinful city.  After his close encounter in the belly of the big fish, Jonah went to Nineveh and told them God was going to destroy this sinful city.  They deserved it.  But the people repented and God changed his mind.  God decided to save the people.  Well, thought Jonah, God’s got a lot of nerve.  He said he’d do one thing and now He’s not going to do it.  That’s not fair.  That’s not right.  But as today’s lesson suggests, it’s not up to us.  God will do what God will do.  If God chooses to change his mind and save Nineveh, that’s God’s decision, not Jonah’s.  And if the owner decides to be exceptionally generous to the workers that started late, well, that’s the owner’s decision, no one else’s

In some ways, it’s not logical.  It’s not fair.  But that’s what God does.  It’s called grace.


And do we really want God to be logical? De we really want to be judged by God based on our service and devotion to Him?  Do we really want to be on some kind of point system and have to earn a certain number of points to receive God’s grace?  I don’t think so.  The truth of the matter is we are all “eleventh hour” people, saved at the final moment by God’s generous grace that we could never earn and certainly don’t deserve.  Martin Luther was famous for saying “We are all beggars before God.”  If our righteousness were based on fairness, none of us would make it.  None of us could stand before a perfect God.  We’re just not that good.  No, our righteousness is based on grace from a generous God, who grants it freely according to his will.


So why would anyone sweat all day in the vineyard, doing the hard work, serving the master, knowing that some others will be given the same reward for doing far less?  Why make blankets or sing in the choir or teach Sunday school or do the other countless acts of service that people do for God and the church?  Because that’s the life of faith to which we have been called.  Because we believe that’s the abundant life God wants for us right now. We do so because we believe there is joy and blessing in serving the Master, and we don’t want to miss a single opportunity to do so.  The final reward will be the same for everyone, regardless of when they come to faith.    But we’ve known the joy of the journey and serving as God calls us to serve.

Today’s parable teaches us about God’s abundant grace and generosity.  It’s not earned or deserved, it’s a free gift.  It’s not fair.  It’s more than fair.  It’s there for you whether you’ve been faithful all your life or not been faithful at all.  It’s really shocking, which is precisely the point.  May we all accept this amazing grace of God, which, in Christ Jesus, has been poured out so generously for all.  Amen                   
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