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“About the eleventh hour he went out and found still others standing around. He asked
them, ‘Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?’ ‘Because no one has
hired us,’ they answered. He said to them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard.’ ”

If there is one thing that has consistently bothered
me this year, it is the number of people among us
who really want to work, who are putting
themselves out there, pounding the pavement,
taking whatever they can find, and yet can't find a
good job. That is: they can't find long term
employment that pays decently, let alone work
which suits their skills and interests.

Judging from Jesus’ Parable of the Workers in the
Vineyard, quoted above, this is not a new problem.
Of course, that's not exactly what the parable is
about. Still, the situation — people looking for work
— was familiar to his hearers. For the story to hit
home, it had to be. (Why not go read it right now and
refresh your menmory?)

Obviously, the workers wanted to be paid fairly.
And, as Jesus tells it, the men who worked all day
would have been happiest if the owner had simply
paid them more. That said, if the latecomers had
been paid less, it probably wouldn’t have bothered
them! And such an outcome would seem just and
fair to us to us, too. But would it have satisfied the
“owner”? Would it have demonstrate God’s love
and care? Would it at all resemble the way he
provides so abundantly all the time?

Of course, we can understand why the first workers
feel slighted. In fact, Jesus expects us to take their
side! Because this is indeed how most of us think:

— Matthew 20:6-7

we’re comfortable with the “every man for himself”
ethic (that said, if someone else receives a benefit,
we feel entitled to the samel); also, once we’re
working we struggle to sympathize with the poor
schlubs who just can’t seem to get it together; and
once the job is almost done, we can’t understand
why the owner would want to keep hiring on more
workers at all (let alone pay them the same as us!)
This boss in the parable doesn't make any sense!

Let's think about this some more by looking at Jesus'
parable in modern terms. Izagine. ..

...an entreprenenr has a launch in the works, a big project
that will require a lot of people. It’s the kind of job that could
not possibly be completed in a single day, but is still pretty
time sensitive. Not exactly sure how many people he'll need,
he goes out and hires a number of casual labonrers. They
negotiate a flat rate and he bires them on the spot. Pretty soon,
it becomes clear to the businessman that he's going to need
more people. So he goes out and hires again. And then a few
hours later he does it again, and once more in a few hours
time. He's in a hurry to get them working, and they can't wait
to get earning, so no one bothers about negotiating anymore;
everyone trusts that they will be satisfied at the end of the day.

Finally, the day is almost done, and the enterprising owner is
Ppleased to see he's going to come in under budget. But then he
spots a few more workers loitering around. They're looking
downcast, since they know that whatever happens they'll be
going hungry tonight. Again. He reviews his budget once more.



His stomach starts to growl. He sighs. “Why not just start
packing up my things? The day's almost done, after all... I
guess I could go out and tel] them to come back tomorromw.
There’ll still be plenty of work to do ... but they'd better get
up early so they don't miss out!” (He looks at their doleful
Saces.) “1 guess I could hold off a few minutes and pay them
Jor the honr. It wonldn’t cost me much, and at least then they
might have enough to tide them over until tomorrow.” (He
eyes his spreadsheet.) “Hmmr ... I supp-o-ose I conld use this
surplus to hire them, plus bump up everyone else's hourly rate
a little bit, or ... No! Why not? Why not surprise them with
a bit of great news for once? Why not give them a leg up for
now AND hope for the future? 1t ll raise a few eyebrows, but
'l sure be worth it to them!”

Looking at it in these terms things might start to
become clearer. But obviously, the owner is using an
entirely different logic than we normally do. To
really understand him, we have to look back at the
question that prompted Jesus to tell his parable in

the first place. Peter says, “Lord, we have left
everything to follow you! What then will there be for
us?” It's a reasonable question, and Jesus doesn't
brush it off: he speaks of the special role which the
apostles will have and of the hundredfold blessing
that awaits everyone who leaves everything behind
for him ... plus eternal life! But, says cryptically,
"many who are first will be last, and many who ate
last will be first." He launches into his story. And
when he's done, he again undetlines that moral: "So
the last will be first, and the first will be last."

The point is not to try and figure out whether you
are "last" or "first" and triangulate from there where
you sit in God's eyes. The point — first of all — is
simply to serve him, and to trust him, being happy
with whatever he gives you. There will be
undoubtedly be bonuses! But the flat rate — eternal
life — is nothing to sneeze at, and entirely undeserved
to boot! We are a//latecomers. At a deeper level, the

parable should also reveal to us how we tend to put
ourselves first. It should convict us of our tendency
to harbour ridiculous ideas about what we are owed
by God. (Do any of us have either the authority or
the understanding to demand anything of him?) It
ought, finally, to alert us that are people who we
tend to perceive as latecomers, people who (we
think) are not our “equals” (to use the workers” own
word for it). We fail to see that in God's vineyard,
and in his eyes, though there is always much that
needs taking care of, other labourers are themselves

part of the work to be done. And ... so are wel

The wages God doles out are not rewards for hours
we’ve logged. He is giving us — always, at every hour
— abundance, transformed minds and hearts, joy in
his presence, not to mention everything we need to
continue the work, including the will to do it. He is
lavishing upon us life! To the full. Forever.

As we contemplate a possible future in which there

A Psalm Requesting Faith

Give me courage Lord
to take risks

not the usual ones
respected

necessary

relatively safe

but those | could avoid
the go for broke ones.
| need courage

not just because

| may fall on my face
or worse

but others seeing me
a sorry spectacle

if it should happen
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