Sermon for Sept. 24th 2023                   Matthew 20:1-16                            “Grumbling and Grace”
Jesus said, "The kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. After agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily wage, he sent them into his vineyard. When he went out about nine o'clock, he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; and he said to them, `You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.' So they went. When he went out again about noon and about three o'clock, he did the same. 
And about five o'clock he went out and found others standing around; and he said to them, `Why are you standing here idle all day?' They said to him, `Because no one has hired us.' He said to them, `You also go into the vineyard.' 
When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, `Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the first.' When those hired about five o'clock came, each of them received the usual daily wage. Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them also received the usual daily wage. And when they received it, they grumbled against the landowner, saying, `These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.' But he replied to one of them, `Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you. Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?' So the last will be first, and the first will be last."



My Buddhist brother Terry, who lives in New Zealand, told me about this story that is popular in his tradition:  There was a fine market in a certain town, and on market day the crowds would throng the main street to get fresh vegetables and all manner of interesting stuff.  But one day, a serious problem developed; someone had tied a vicious, possibly rabid dog to a fence, and the leash was long enough that the dog snarled and snapped and attacked any who tried to go down the street.  There they stood, at a safe distance, paralyzed with indecision and fear.  They had to shop, but how to circumvent the wild dog?  Finally, someone sent for the wise master; surely he would know what to do.  Perhaps he would charm the dog, lull it to sleep.  Perhaps he would build a bridge over the snapping jaws.  He arrived, and astonished the multitude…because after surveying the situation, he turned on his heel, and took a different street!



I tell you that in order to tell you this: somebody has tied up a snapping, snarling dog right on our spiritual path.  It brings out the ugly in us, all of us, I’m afraid, and for centuries we have stood in its presence, paralyzed with indecision and fear, resentment and bitterness too.  Further, we do not like this story, the one that includes this rabid dog.  It is almost certainly everybody’s least favorite Bible story.  And we do not like it because it simply is not fair.  The lazy twits who worked just one hour should not get paid the same as those who gave twelve hours of sweaty toil.  They don’t deserve it!  Or, if you are gonna throw your money around, then the all-day labor force should get paid more.  It’s only fair, right?



It is time, my friends, to take a different street when it comes to this text.  And we will take that different avenue today by realizing, and some of us for the first time, that this story isn’t about us, at least not directly.  This allegory is about God, a God of infinite love and grace and supply, who enjoys the privilege of generosity very, very much.  And Jesus invokes this tale, knowing it will rattle people right down to their molars, because it encourages us to break one of the worst human habits.  It may actually be the worst, I’m not sure.  What I am sure of is that this habit, unconsciously engaged, is a rabid dog between where we are spiritually and where we would like to be.  We know there is nourishment ahead of us, freshness and savor, but we can’t get there, we are blocked.  Today we will take the different path, and we will understand that snarling canine menace too.  And maybe today, we will find our way closer to God and one another.  Ready?  Let’s start with that scary old dog, jaws dripping with foam, throat raw from savage barking.  He has been scaring humanity for centuries, and he is still very much alive today.  We can help him retire, help him settle down and snooze in the sun, but we have understand him first.  And in understanding him, we will gain insight into one another and into ourselves, insight that may be kind of uncomfortable at first.  But it is surely worth a try; anything is better than being blocked by this savage beast.



Enough with the hyperbole, Pastor Dave; what is the rabid dog?  Alright, I will tell you plain: the rabid dog is our belief that for a thing or a person to have value, it has to have earned it.  We illogically but firmly cling to the belief in the inherent fairness of life, and the great balancing agent, for us here in the West at least, is labor.  We work hard, we earn money, we get to enjoy the fruits of that money.  We sneer at the pseudo-rich whose money got handed to them on a silver platter.  We scoff at the indigent wealthy, chasing ever more extravagant rainbows, doing everything they can to not break a sweat, ever.  On the other side of the denarius, we sympathize with the twelve-hour guys in this story; they worked hard, toiled hard, and deserve the rewards of their toil.  And the slackers who worked just a single hour?  Can’t say what we think of them in church now, can we?  This dog has bitten deep, and has been gnawing at the heel of humanity forever.  Its infection is found all over the planet now, as culture after culture tries to define itself by how much it can earn.  It gives its values to its companies and its people on the volume of labor they can contribute.  Not just in Chico, the homeless, the unemployed, the lazy, the slackers, the drug-addled, all are seen with as much tenderness of heart as would be reserved for the aforementioned rabid dog.  People?  Sure, biologically.  But unless they meet the accepted standards, unless they define themselves through their labor, unless they have earned their way, the shoulder we usually turn is cold and quick.



The habit blocking the street to our spiritual growth is our belief that earning and deserving are the measure of a person or a society.  But just as the eastern master surveyed the situation and then took another path, so we, if we would be free of this loathsome habit, must choose a different road.  And make no mistake, choosing that different road in this culture will take guts and stamina and serious grit.  Meritocracy is as close as we have in America to a state religion!  Yet, it is either choose a new road, or stay stranded and stuck in our fear and revulsion for those who do not measure up to our very human standards.  And being brutally honest, they are not blocking our forward progress; our inability to deal with them is the real impediment.



I cannot say with authority that relating to each other on a basis of deserving is anti- Christian, per se; there are lots of branches of our faith that preach an exclusive, earn-your-way-into-the-kingdom kind of message.  But Methodism, at its purest and best, would not be one of them!  Our Wesleyan heritage hinges on one word, and one word alone, and that word is grace.  Grace, the un-earned, un-merited, un-deserved love of God, poured out on you and me and everybody not because we deserve it or have earned it, but because God enjoys the privilege of generosity!  It is God’s to give, and God gives it, irrespective of all our stingy, grasping, frothing-at-the-mouth human rules and regulations about who does or doesn’t deserve what.



In the story, it is a scandal that the one-hour-guys get paid the same as the twelve-hour-guys.  Scandal it may be; upsetting our sense of right and wrong, sure, but it is not unfair.  The twelve-hour-guys agreed to a wage, and were paid as agreed.  That the master chose to pay others more is immaterial, really.  The all-day-laborers were not cheated; just the reverse.  The single-hour workers were rewarded, just because the boss wanted to, and it just rankles us, cause they didn’t earn it, they don’t deserve it.  Hear that raspy barking dog?  In the boss’ world, it isn’t about earning or deserving, it is about the privilege of generosity.



Well, Pastor Dave, that’s all well and good for God, who can create anything anytime it is wanted or needed, but surely you don’t expect that we would apply the same standard to us, down here, just making ends meet, fixed income, all of that.  This is a story about heaven, what heaven is like, that is what Jesus says.  Surely it isn’t expected that we would apply the same standards here on earth!  Well…sorry to disappoint, but that is exactly what is expected, not by me, but by Jesus and all of Christian history.  We say it every time we pray together: thy will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.  It is the essence of the faith, the very central nugget, that we become more and more like God through the living out of God’s will.  Learning to see the world and others the way God sees them, learning to love the world and others the way God loves them, this is the work of at least one lifetime.  Bottom line: we are expected to learn generosity of spirit and substance in our pursuit of the godly life.  We are not expected to give away more than we have, to imperil our health or family finances, but we are expected to give, not because it supports some organization, but because joyful giving is a behavior of God’s that we need to imitate.  Generosity cannot be legislated, arm-twisted, demanded, coerced, guilted, any of that.  It must be given freely, because it is not a right or an obligation, it is a privilege.  It is why we have stuff and love and affection and skills and gifts and graces, so that we can enjoy the luscious privilege of giving them away! 



I can tell you what this feels like in my own life, when I am able to get past Old Snarly Dog and take a few steps forward.  I enjoy the privilege of being generous with my music and my instruments.  At any given time, I have a handful of folks learning musical stuff, free, just for the joy of it.  There are surely ukulele teachers and accordion teachers and dulcimer teachers around that might be upset with me, giving away for free what they are trying to sell and use to make a living.  Some would surely accuse me of gutting the market, and in our current world, they would be right.  In our world, everything has a price, right, but in that world, we assess that price based on the rabid dog qualities I am trying to rid myself of, worth and value and deserving.  The people I teach for free, or the folks I loan out instruments to without charge, did not earn or deserve these graces.  Giving one’s gifts away freely is counter-cultural and makes some people mad.  But what other viable spiritual road is there?  Not sharing my musical ease unless I am paid to do so would be stingy and perverse and strum cross-wise to everything I am trying to live and teach!  And so I find myself unabashed about enjoying the privilege of generosity in that arena of my life, and aware that I need to expand my generosity into other arenas as well, as the plenty arrives and as the Spirit leads.  




And so, when we hear this story again, perhaps we can set aside the ways of the world and take up the ways of God.  Perhaps this will cease to be such a distasteful story for us.  Perhaps we can assess one another on some more sublime scale than a paycheck or how hard we labor.  Perhaps we can avoid hearing the sad old gripe of people getting something they didn’t earn or deserve, and instead hear the truer tale of the God who couldn’t care less about any of that!  Our motto should be More Grace, Less Grumbling! I pray you, friends and neighbors all, find your generosity.  Discover for yourselves the privilege of dispensing grace rather than spluttering about who has or hasn’t earned their way.  Because we don’t deserve this sweet life, not one of us.  Not one of us could ever earn the gift of life, it is a gift, no earning is required.  And since God has given us life and skills and gifts and graces, it is our privilege to use them.  To share them.  And most of all, to enjoy the sharing of them, as they flow out of us to enrich the world.  Amen.          
       

