THE SCANDAL OF GENEROUS GRACE

Matthew 20:15

Sept. 18, 2011


Finally, the sun was setting and the day was ending. Twelve grueling hours young Benjamin had labored in the vineyard. Twelve hours of scorching heat, pesky fruit flies buzzing his head, lugging overflowing baskets of grapes back to the owner's storehouse, then back to the vineyard to repeat the whole thing again. 


All for a denarius. A much needed denarius, for his family was very hungry. This would sure help things. 


He had noticed that other workers had come at various times during the day to help with the harvesting. Just an hour ago, more workers had come in. He was glad of that, for he was becoming weary.  More workers meant less baskets he had to carry. 


The call for work to stop finally came. That meant the best part of the day was here. The reward for a good day's work. Benjamin noticed, though, that the paymaster was lining up the workers first to last, that is, the first to have begun work in the day were the last to be lined up and the ones that had arrived near the end were first in line. Oh well, it didn't matter to him who got paid first, just as long as he received the pay promised him.


As he was waiting, a worker who had been with him at the start of the day leaned over and whispered, “Hey, look at that, will ya? Those guys that came in an hour ago? They just got paid a denarius. For an hour's work! We worked twelve hours, they worked one. Wow, can you do the math?” 


Benjamin's hopes soared. His heart began to thump in his chest. He did the math. Twelve denarii! He imagined the pantry filled to overflowing, his little daughter in new clothes, his stomach stuffed. Oh what a boon this would be for his family! 


Finally, his turn came. He was the first of those in line that had begun work that morning, so the others behind him were crowding him on all sides, eyes wide with anticipation. He held out his hand,  stained with grape juice and waited for the multiple denarii to jingle. He'd already spent it four different ways. 


A single denarius dropped into his palm and the paymaster shouted, “Next!” Benjamin stood stunned. He looked at his hand, at the coin, at the manager, back to his hand, back at the manager, as a frown formed on his face and a lump formed in his gut. The dreams burst, his world collapsed, his heart sank and anger was born. 


This wasn't right. This wasn't fair. It took less than a minute for the rage at the injustice to move him. He stomped over to the master of the house, clutching the lone coin.


“What is the meaning of this? Those men you paid first worked a single hour, while some of us worked ALL DAY in the scorching heat! How dare you pay us the same pay they received?! This is an outrage!”


Do you find yourself siding with the workers who had labored in the vineyard all day? Those guys worked twelve long, hard hours and should have gotten paid more than the guys who worked one hour. We too would be outraged if that happened on our watch. Maybe it has happened to you. 


On the one hand, it is natural to understand quite easily why the ones who worked all day should be disappointed with the master's equal pay for unequal work. It does not seem at all fair that those who worked the shortest and did the least amount of work should be paid the same as those who worked the longest and did the most work. 


Yet, on the other hand, that is what was agreed upon between the workers who first started and the master of the house. They went out at six in the morning, knowing and expecting that they would receive a denarius at day's end. They therefore had no right to expect anything more than was agreed upon. Which means that though they complain, they have no standing for which to complain. 


The point of the parable is this: With whom will the disciples identify? Just before today's Gospel reading, Peter said that they had left all to follow Jesus, and what will they have? Jesus answers with an astounding promise that when the Son of Man comes again, they, the twelve, will sit on twelve thrones and participate in the judgment of all. Then, Jesus utters these words:“But many who are first will be last and the last first.” 


Then, Jesus tells the parable, and He ends it with this statement: “So the last will be first, and the first last.” The two statements form a kind of bracket or frame around the parable, and thus reveal the key to interpreting it. Of course, as in most parables Jesus told, the main actor is God. Therefore, Jesus is the master of the house. The twelve disciples are represented by those hired first. And as we know, because we are them, other disciples will be called, at various times throughout mankind's history. There doesn't seem to be too much importance placed on the various hours at which the other workers, are called. The pay discrepancy at the end of the day sets up the conflict between the workers and the master of the house and seems to be the main point of the parable.


The question Jesus is asking his disciples is this: With which group of workers in the parable do they most closely identify? He does not accuse them of having a wrong attitude. He is warning them that they need to be on guard of having a wrong attitude. 


And because God's Word is timeless and applicable in all ages, we too must ask the same question of ourselves: With whom shall we identity, the all day workers or the one hour ones? 


It seems we are born with this instinct to make comparisons. For whatever reasons, be they sinful or not. It's just something we all do. We compare our selves and our possessions and our social status to others around us. Kids do it. Just watch your kids at Christmas, when gifts are opened. Adults do it. Employees do it, always worried that someone is getting paid unfairly more than someone else. 


Even as Jesus' disciples we tend to make comparisons, between what God gives to us and what He gives to other disciples. According to Jesus' words here, when we feel God has slighted us, that is the beginnings of a harmful attitude. The danger Jesus is pointing to is in fixating on the rewards and/or blessings of God to us and others at the expense of fixating on the relationship we have with our God.


In other words, the question we must ask ourselves is: Am I complaining, am I upset, am I outraged, at God's seemingly random system of rewards? Do I take offense if God blesses someone else, sometimes a plainly pagan unbeliever, with riches and a better job and good health, while all He gives me is weal and woe, sickness and grief, a poor paying job and near poverty? How much do we object when we hear of God pouring out his mercy and grace generously on someone, while we may feel God has passed us over once again? And as a result, are we like those workers, disgruntled with God, demanding more from him because we feel we deserve it for having left all to follow Him?


A common thorny issue for many Christians is when we hear of some death row inmate's conversion ten minutes before they are executed. They call in a minister and confess all their sin and the minister absolves them completely and they are promised heaven. And we object. 


No, we might think. Foul, we cry. This man, this animal, should be punished for his crimes, his sick perversions, his despicable murder and mayhem. He should suffer an eternity in hell for the intense suffering and grief he wreaked upon his victims. It just isn't fair or right for him to receive the gift of heaven after all he's done. This is an injustice. 


It's an injustice because some of Jesus' disciples, and that may include you, have toiled for years, decades even, to obey God's commands, to live a right and proper life, to avoid sin and treat others with respect and love. Yet the reward for all that labor and self-control and agony is the same as the death row inmate's reward, even after all the evil he has committed. 


Take note, again, that the warning of Jesus here is to be on guard so that this attitude does not become something we embrace. We may feel an injustice is done, but let it not be what rules our hearts and minds. 


What Jesus is pointing to is what we may call the scandal of generous grace. It is found in the master's response to the complaining workers, “Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do you begrudge my generosity?” 


That, then, is the question. Do we begrudge God's generosity of grace? There is no doubt about it, God's generous grace can be almost offensive in its scope. The master in the story makes no distinction between his workers because He, that is, Jesus, is a generous giver. The master calls the disgruntled worker “friend.” With that one powerful word, our Lord reminds us that when we might find ourselves tending to be disgruntled with His generous grace to others and apparent slight to us, that God is calling us to center our thoughts and hearts on our relationship with Him, for then we shall see that we receive the same generous grace of God in Christ.  


And we have, no matter at what point in life we were called to faith. Through Jesus, who is the reign of God in human flesh, all are placed on equal footing. All, you and I and the penitent death row inmate, are unworthy to be called as saints. Yet all who believe in Christ are freely given that designation. That designation of saint, given to us by God in baptism, is where the scandal of generous grace begins. 


For it was in that sacrament that God first showed you grace. Undeniable grace in its purest form. You did nothing to earn it. You did not toil twelve hours, twelve years, even one hour. God freely came to you, forgave you all your sins, washed you clean with His Son's blood, and put His holy name upon you. You were drowned in his generous grace. 


This is the message of God's profound grace in Christ. Maybe you sin and sin boldly and often. God grace is more than sufficient to forgive every sin. Maybe you live a pure and upright life, and do not struggle with sin as much as others. The same grace still covers your sins, no matter the number or severity. When we realize that even the slightest of sins we commit have earned us death, and when we grasp by faith that God still wipes them all away because of his great mercy in Christ, then we will be daily amazed at the scandal of God's generous grace in Christ. For you too have received more than you deserve. All of you have been on the receiving end of God's generous grace. Amen.
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