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1 “For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. 
2 After agreeing with the laborers for a denarius for the day, he sent them into his vineyard. 
3 When he went out about nine o’clock, he saw others standing idle in the marketplace, 
4 and he said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.’ So they went. 
5 When he went out again about noon and about three o’clock, he did the same. 
6 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?’ 
7 They said to him, ‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard.’ 
8 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.’ 
9 When those hired about five o’clock came, each of them received a denarius. 
10 Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them also received a denarius. 
11 And when they received it, they grumbled against the landowner, 
12 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.’ 
13 But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for a denarius? 
14 Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you.
15 Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?’
16 So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”
Leader: 	The Word of God for the people of God.


It’s not Fair!
I am a younger sister, and I do not know how you could read this passage without asking- what? That’s just not fair. My brother, Alexander, is 3 years older and when we were little his bedtime was 30 minutes after mine.  To express my extreme displeasure with this arrangement, I refused to ever fall asleep anytime before 9:00.  

Parables in the Bible are often hard to understand, the only way that our passage makes sense is to allow that it does not make sense to us – EASILY- there IS something different going on here. We need to work at it to understand- because it is not fair to work all day in the hot sun and to be paid the same amount as someone who works just an hour. 

Our reading today comes from Matthew 20- where Jesus is teaching again about the Kingdom of Heaven. Right before our reading- Peter asked Jesus about the sacrifices that he and the disciples have made- and he asks about the reward he will receive. Jesus reassures him-and then teaches “But many who are first shall be last, and the last will be first.”
Then he shares this parable- to illustrate the point. 
And then he ends with the exact same statement: “But many who are first shall be last, and the last will be first.” Now in aramaic- Jesus's spoken language, and in Hebrew- there aren’t a lot of emphatics- or punctuation- so in the Bible- when something is repeated- it's a way of underlining it- Bolding it- Highlighting it- Jesus's words are Very, Very important. 
One tool we have to understand these tricky parables is to look at them from a different perspective. What if instead of considering that hot, tired, early morning laborer, we consider the land owner? 

As Meredith read so beautifully we hear the image of the generous land owner- who gives a whole days wages to each set of workers. 
In the parable, we see different groups- the 6 am workers, the 9:00 workers, the 12:00 workers, the 3:00 pm workers and the 5:00 pm workers. 
Each time- the landowner goes out- seeking laborers. 
He keeps looking for more and more help in the vineyard. 
It is not entirely clear why- 
Does he have an abundant harvest? Does it need to be brought in quickly? 
Or, Is there something else at play? Is there some economic disparity- some reason why willing workers would not be pressed into service during the harvest time? 

Anyone who grew up, or ever lived in a farming town knows that there are no extra people standing around looking for work during harvest. I grew up in the Finger Lakes region, New York States Wine country- and during harvest, all of the stay at home moms, grandmothers, relatives, migrant workers- everyone was out standing between those straight rows- I remember our bus would stop- and kids would get off to meet their moms- big kids dropping their bags and joining in, little kids doing their homework on picnic tables set up on the edge of the field. Everyone pitched in to help. 
So why are their farm workers even available at that time of year? We do not know- but could there have been some grape blight that affected his neighbors? Or insect damage? Did he take some risk that paid off? Some new technique that he wants everyone to learn about? Why Are his grapes the only ones ripe that day? 

Now- let's shift again to consider the viewpoint of the last workers hired. Who might Have been a part of that group? Who gets hired last? People who are too young? Too old? No experience? People from outside of the community? People with a disability? 
Can you imagine standing in the market all day long in the heat waiting for someone to employ you? Standing all day hoping someone would come by and give you a job.  Watching person after person after person getting hired, then being one of the ones left/ maybe always being one of the ones left/ knowing that you are going to go home without groceries that night you are going to go home without medicine for your sick spouse. Let’s imagine being last in line and someone walks up who invites you to come and work tells you that they'll pay you and maybe you're doing calculations in your head I'm not going to be able to get that medication, and I probably can't afford to get meat for dinner but maybe I can pick up some bread, get some milk for the baby at least and maybe even an egg or two-  doing that continuous calculus of people who do not have enough. Now, let’s feel the joy at receiving a whole day’s wage- more than we were expecting- the peace of letting go of that calculus- food or medicine- even if it’s just for one day?
One of the most powerful ways to read the parables is to consider all of the characters as some part of ourselves. Instead of choosing one point of view, asking God to help us to understand that there are places in our lives that we are like the 6:00 am workers, and places where we are like those late additions- places where we are like the landowners- and places where we are someplace in the middle. Some of us are fantastic singers- and some of us struggle to find the notes to sing-  some of us are amazing with technology, some of us can barely turn on the machine-  some of us are great with the landscaping some of seem to have a brown, or even a black thumb. There are times we need help from our friends. 
For us this passage is powerful when we consider the places in our lives where we are dead last – yes-
And those places where we are first. We look around and we see all that we have – our homes,  the fresh water to drink, safety and security in our neighborhood, fantastic schools for our children and our grandchildren. Then we see those around us- This passage calls us to consider that justice is not everyone getting the same thing rather that justice is each person getting what she needs. 

This is not an easy lesson to learn. It seems that even the disciples needed to learn that in every community fair is getting what we need- justice calls us to really consider Jesus’s clear directive, “16 So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”

I don’t know if it was fair to send me to bed early or not- and I am sure that Catherine Grace, Bessie and Fritz could point out a million instances of inequity in our home- but Jeff and I embrace the stance that fairness is where everyone gets what they need, not always getting the same thing. 
In our third sermon on living in the Kingdom of Heaven – together- where we embrace the messy in between of life in the church- where we are God’s children- precious and beloved- and where life IS broken, messy, and imperfect- Let's consider Jesus’s lesson seriously, asking ourselves who in our community tends to be first? Who tends to be last? What great reversal is Jesus calling us to, right here in Rio Rancho Presbyterian Church? In what small ways might we move toward Justice where 6the last will be first, and the first will be last.”
Amen. 
