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There are people who understand the complex matters of economy and then there are the rest of us. Reading today’s text I was reminded of the Virginia Beach Councilman who was listening to the treasurer’s report. “We have a $2000 DEFICIT,” reported the treasurer. The Councilman stood up and said, “I move we donate half of it to the Red Cross and the other $500 to the YMCA.” 
After the roller-coaster week we’ve had with our national economy, most of which is way over MY head, listening to today’s Gospel brought me a very clear picture of how GOD’S economy works. This particular teaching of Jesus, found only in Matthew 20, has a message for each of us, living as we do in a culture where so many feel ENTITLED to so much….. for doing so little!
Jesus, the Master of the Parable, begins with something we can all relate to: WORK. It’s the story of the owner of a vineyard who goes down to the local “job center” early in the morning to hire day laborers with the promise of one denarius….the normal wage for the day’s work. Off they went to work. Later in the morning more were hired with the promise of “whatever is right” and after lunch, still more. Finally, with ONE hour left in the work day, he hires anyone and everyone else who would come to work until it was quitting time, 6 PM.
Then it was PAY-TIME, and this is where the rub comes. There would be no story if Jesus paid the sweatiest guys first and let them go. But He didn’t. The ones who had worked only one hour in the cool of the afternoon were paid first and they each got a full denarius! Can you believe it? A full day’s pay for one hour of work!  Think that worked up the guys in the back of the line? If those lazy bums got a denarius for working one hour, this is going to be really good for us, ‘cuz we worked for 12 hours in the hot sun! We’re going to make out like bandits!!!! But when they got to the front of the line, into their sweaty, grape-stained hands the paymaster plopped ONE denarius. 
Come on now….that isn’t how the economy is SUPPOSED to work! It’s got to be FAIR, right? Work harder….get paid more. Work longer… get paid more…..and be honest with me now, isn’t there some clown in YOUR office who doesn’t do a lick of decent work all day, takes long lunches, leaves early, takes extra time off, and still makes more than you do??? Let’s face it….unless I just described YOU, we’re dealing with a very basic human emotion: resentment. 
Resentment is an extremely powerful emotion. It can upset people, ruin friendships, and even get people getting killed. I doubt there are many of us sitting here this morning who actually BELIEVE that professional athletes DESERVE all the money they get paid! And when corporate executives make millions while driving their businesses into bankruptcy, it’s not long before we begin to hear calls for “wage and price controls,” more regulation, redistribution of income, more entitlements for those less fortunate, employer’s rights, and who knows what else. That’s the way life is in the human economy, and truth be told, human beings will fuss over these things until the end of time.
It’s not that way in GOD’S economy. From the beginning God established “wage and blessing controls” over the economy of His Kingdom…..where the principle is not rewards earned for work done, but simply…. GRACE given for showing up! 
Human nature doesn’t grasp God’s economy all that easily. Remember Jonah? After running away from God’s invitation to work in Nineveh, his fishy-smelling self was deposited on the beach and off to work he went, lest the whale win round two. When the entire city of Nineveh, the most wicked city in the world at the time, repented of their sins and turned to worship God, Jonah wasn’t blessed. Jonah wasn’t thrilled. Jonah was TICKED OFF and filled with resentment that God would forgive those ‘nasty Ninevites’ instead of destroying them. How DARE they be saved at the last moment when he had worked for God for so long!
Remember the older brother in the story of the Prodigal Son? “Come on, dad,” he fumed, “that worthless kid and you’re CELEBRATING? Why I’ve been here working forEVER and where’s MY party? Maybe I should eat, drink and be merry as long as I can and THEN repent at the last moment….. so it would be FAIR!!!”

Let’s revisit the parable for a moment. It’s obvious that the owner of the vineyard had money:  and he also had grapes, lots of them….that were ripe. That’s the key: if the grapes got too ripe and they weren’t picked, they spoil! There’s a real urgency to get the harvest in before it is too late, so he goes out to hire workers with the promise of a fair wage. All who respond are hired but there’s more work, so more are hired; then more; and even more. The more he hired, the more grapes were picked AND the more he could pay….so he hired and THEY picked and he hired and YOU picked and he hired and I picked until there was no one left to respond to the call and the time was up.

It’s important to remember that EACH of them was satisfied with the terms of employment UNTIL payday, when they began to look at what the “other guys” got. It was then that the problems started…..a problem with the eyes. We aren’t told what the owner’s eyes looked like, but it’s my guess that they were filled with concern that the harvest be completed, that no grapes would be left spoiling on the vines. I am sure his eyes were filled with joy over the number of people who responded to the call. And when those last hired rejoiced, I’m sure the owner’s eyes danced with delight!!!
But what about the “other guys’ eyes,’ those eyes that were filled with resentment, giving the owner of the vineyard looks that could kill?  “Are your eyes so diseased that you project evil on me because I choose to be generous,” the owner asked? Is it possible that there can be problems in the kingdom?
I remember the story of two brothers that had lived together in perfect harmony for years with never a quarrel. Then one day out of the blue or a blue bottle, a magic genie appeared and said, “You brothers are going to reap a reward for peaceful living. Before the sun sets today, you can ask for anything you want. There’s one condition: only one of you can make the wish, whatever he wants, and the other will get twice as much!” 
They sky was the limit…..what would they wish for!?! Then the younger one thought, “My brother will get TWICE what I wish for! That’s not fair!” He couldn’t make up his mind and the sun was setting. The older brother snapped and grabbed his brother by the screaming, “WISH!!! WISH or I’ll choke you!” Gasping for air, the young one yelled out, “I wish to be blind in one eye!” 

It’s a sad story of resentment infecting not just the one brother, but both of them, and their joy being lost forever…….at the very moment when they were both offered a gracious blessing, undeserved and unearned. It’s God’s economy resented, refused and rejected.
We at Hope Lutheran Church in the Year of our Lord 2008 are once again being invited to make another trip into the vineyard and redouble our efforts to bring in the Harvest of the Master before it is too late. Some of you have been working in this vineyard…..actually this used to be a strawberry field, so you can change the parable a bit if you like….for 31 years now. It’s important that you focus on the blessings that you have both given and received over the years God has used you to do ministry. 
Truth be told, it’s possible that you just might be getting a bit tired. It’s very tempting, isn’t it……. to want to pass the torch (and the work) on to those who are younger and newer? You’ve taught the Sunday School classes and gone through two building programs and enjoyed (or endured?) 9 different pastors! Many others have joined this ministry along the way, and they are thrilled to be here…..not only to worship, but to work, which, truth be told, is WHY people JOIN a church! There were 13 in our New Member class last Wednesday evening! 
Here’s the question of the day: Is our here at Hope work finished? Has God said to us, “Job well done, Hope…..take a break! Let the church across the street carry the load?” That will NEVER happen. As long as there is one more person who does not know how much he or she matters to God, there is work for us!

And the reward for doing the work? Will my reward….for 37 years of professional ministry be greater than Pastor Cofer’s for his 1…so far? If we can see the silliness of that logic, we can understand the grace that operates in the Kingdom of Heaven….where the smallest and weakest and youngest and the most hardened thief and criminal are all invited to that perfectly level ground at the foot of the cross, where each is offered freely what is undeserved… mercy and grace! 

That’s God’s economy.... one of forgiveness and grace given out of a heart filled with mercy and love. And it’s not an economy with room for resentment or arrogance, so I’ll close with this story: A few years ago, Mohammed Ali was flying on a commercial airliner. It started getting rough outside and the pilot put on the “fasten seatbelt” sign. Ali didn’t, so the stewardess encouraged him to do so. “Superman don’t need no seatbelt,” was Ali’s reply, to which the stewardess replied without missing a beat, “Superman don’t need no airplane, either!” 
I am no superman and I do not deserve God’s grace. God called me into His kingdom and set me to work, just as He has done with you. Each of us has been blessed over the years by what God has done to change us for the better. In the economy of God’s kingdom, we rejoice over each person who joins us, knowing that God will begin to change their lives too….and when the time comes for the work to end, we will ALL rejoice together in heaven…… 
And to that, the people of God say AMEN.
