Come Into the Kingdom, and Shut the Door Behind You

A Pent 19—Matt 20:1-16


Today’s parable is one of those stories of Jesus’ that tends to stick in our craw because it violates our basic sense of fairness.  The laborers hired early seem to have a valid point, that they should get paid more for working longer hours than the Johnny-come-latelies, and on their behalf we tend to feel unsatisfied with the response the vineyard owner gives. 

But I got a new insight into this story a couple years ago when I talked to a clergy colleague who used to work with migrant workers in Florida.  She said there was a pick-up spot for day laborers in a shopping center near her church.  People who wanted work gathered there, as they do in similar places across the country, and then contractors or farmers would drive up and choose whatever number of laborers they needed for that day’s job.  Those who got hired got paid at the end of the day.  The going rate is about $50 for twelve or fourteen hours of work--assuming, of course, the boss keeps his promises.  

So this clergy colleague described what it’s like to be one of those laborers.  You really, really want to work because your family needs food, plus shoes for the twins, more diapers for the baby, a refill on blood pressure meds for your mother, to say nothing of  larger expenses, like the new radiator for the old car your spouse needs to drive to her job cleaning rooms at the Motel 6 out by the highway.  So a few trucks roll up early and take some people, but you don’t get picked.  Mid-morning the same thing happens.  Then noon and mid-afternoon.  You are looking as eager to work as you can, but so is everyone else and you are getting passed over.  And as the hours pass by, you keep recalculating what you could still afford to buy if you get lucky and get hired for the remainder of the day.  First you decide you’ll do without the new shoes for the twins.  Then by midday you’re wondering if your mother can take half-a-pill for her blood pressure for a few days until you can scrape together the remaining cash you need to refill her prescription.  By late afternoon, you’re hoping you can at least make enough to bring home some rice and beans tonight so your family doesn’t have to go to bed hungry. 


Finally you’re hired to do a couple hours of tomato picking before it gets too dark to see.  So you join the other laborers who’ve been working all day in the field and do your job.  Then when you go to get paid, the boss gives you a full day’s wages.  A full day’s wages!  It’s so out-of-keeping with the kind of management you’re used to, that you can hardly believe it.  And then you start to absorb what this means: chicken to go with the rice and beans, new shoes at the Salvation army, another month of blood pressure meds, and if you get work tomorrow, maybe you’ll be able to save some toward that new radiator.  Undeserved bounty, but so, so needed.

That’s what the kingdom of heaven is like.  It’s like desperately needing work, getting too little too late, and then discovering that with God there is no too-little-too-late. What graciousness God’s kingdom offers!  In this way the parable teaches us to see the world, to see justice and grace, from the point of view of those who are the last.  The last to show up, the last to be considered, the last at the economic banquet table of our world where the first seating devours an increasing share of the kitchen’s resources leaving subsequent seatings to fight over the remains.  

This message has a lot of applications to the world we live in today.  I respect that as Christians we can disagree about some of these specifics, that our world is full of complicated problems without easy solutions.  And yet I would be doing the gospel injustice if I did not invite you to consider some of our public debates in light of this call to take the point-of-view of those who come in last.  How would it affect what we say and do about immigration, for example, we who are a nation of immigrants; or about the value and importance of social services in our budget-balancing priorities; or about extending marriage benefits to nontraditional (and thus late-to-the-table) couples?  How would we speak and act in these debates if we took today’s parable seriously?  And to what degree might we be in danger of becoming like the first-hired laborers, who seem to want to enter the kingdom and then shut the door behind them, as if afraid that there isn’t enough for everybody.  That’s a refrain we are hearing a lot of these days.  There isn’t enough.  There isn’t enough.  But maybe if we truly absorb that there is enough for everybody in the kingdom of heaven, then we will discover how to find enough for everybody in the kingdom of this world.  

Just this past week I got an email that referred to the “doomsday” of October 1, when almost 30,000 Michigan children and their families will lose the state support that helps to keep them fed, clothed, and housed while their parents continue to seek work—in a state that still has 11% unemployment.  And I just want to ask, really?  Really?  Is this the measure we must take to become fiscally responsible?  And I wonder, honestly, to whom in today’s world would Jesus tell this parable of the laborers?  And who among us would hear what it had to say?

