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Matthew 20:1-16; Romans 5:18-21
The New Math of Grace
Dear Friends in Christ, grace and peace be with you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus the Christ.

Human beings demand fairness….no matter the age or the circumstance.  When things are not fair we often say, “It just doesn’t add up.”
I remember hearing,  “It isn’t fair,” often when our children were young.  Many times it would be when two of our kids would be vying for practice time on our piano.  I remember when I was in the 5th grade at Whittier Grade School in Mitchell.  We would go to school early and play softball called “work up.”  The issue of fairness was ritualized in this way.  To see who should hit first a bat would be used.  You’d throw it and one person would catch it, with the handle up.  Then we would take turns putting our hands around it, working our way to the top of the bat.  
[slide of hands on a baseball bat]
The last kid who could put his hand around it before the knob was left, got to bat first.  Maybe that is where the phrase comes from:  “I got the short end of the stick.”
Where do we learn fairness?  Well, I can tell you that my 4 year old grandson and his 2 ½ year old sister are very, very sophisticated in their knowledge of fairness when it comes to licking the bowl or the spatulas when helping grandma make rice krispie bars. 
[slide of Susanne and grandkids]
 If they don’t get equal portions you can count on hearing the phrase “It isn’t fair.”

[blank]

We see the math of fairness in all aspects of life.  How about the notion that you have to work for what you get?  That sounds fair, doesn’t it?  You have heard or said something like this, “I worked hard for it”, the implication being, that you get what you deserve from your work.
Our social order is based on the math of fairness, is it not?  Labor standards are very strict.  I remember as an administrator of a hospital program, I had to make sure my employees were paid under the agreed upon schedule.  If it was found out that employees were being deprived of their rightful wage, the hospital was liable for paying back pay.

This fairness doctrine was also true in Jesus’ day.  In the chapter before today’s lesson, Peter raised an interesting question of Jesus.  In Matthew 19:27 Peter said to Jesus:  “‘Look, we have left everything and followed you. What then will we have?”  
Jesus answers with today’s gospel lesson--a parable of the Kingdom of Heaven about laborers in a vineyard.  Let’s recap the story:  The owner of the vineyard needed help getting in the crop.  
[slide of grapes]
The grapes were ripe.  So early in the morning he hired a group and promised to pay them the going rate for a day of picking.  At 9 a.m. he sought some more help and agreed to pay them a fair wage.  He did this again at noon, at 3 p.m. and finally at five, an hour before the end of the work day he got some more helpers.
[blank]

When it was six pm, instead of paying the early morning group who had been working all day and could have been expected to have been paid first….instead he paid the ones who had worked only one hour.  And guess what----- he paid them a whole days wage….as did he for each of the other groups.

When at last he got to paying the group he had hired in the morning, he was roundly criticized, not because they were paid any less than had been agreed upon, but because it didn’t seem fair that those who worked one hour would get the same as the ones who had worked all day.  
It just didn’t add up!

And that is exactly the point of Jesus’ story.  It is not a story about fairness in God’s kingdom.  God’s math is perplexing.  God’s love and grace is not given out on the basis of merit.  He wanted the people to get that point.  So the last who worked only one hour got the same as the first.

It was like he was saying to Peter.  It is not your sacrifice, it is not your following, it is not your deeds that make you eligible for the Kingdom of Heaven.  It is my love for you.   The workers that sweat all day long and the one hour wonders all were equal in being recipients of the generosity of the landowner.
[blank]

And that is what is so difficult for us to understand.  It is only logical that to be in relationship with God we have to earn it.  Remember the ad:  “We make money the old fashioned way:  we earn it.”  But the Kingdom of Heaven is different, says Jesus.

People have struggled for centuries with this crazy math.  It doesn’t add up.  The last shall be first?  The first shall be last?  Martin Luther got in trouble with the church of his day over this very issue.  He recognized the awesomeness of the math of grace.  WORD ALONE, GRACE ALONE, FAITH ALONE.  
So what does this mean for you today?    It means that God’s love for you is not heightened by your successes nor is it diminished by your failures.  It means that you can’t earn God’s favor…all he wants is for you to trust in his promise in Christ.

The hymn says it all:

“Nothing in my hands I bring, simply to thy cross I cling.”

I know, I know.  It doesn’t make sense.  It doesn’t add up.  Who can really understand the why of God’s decision to send Jesus to the world with this new math.  The owner of the vineyard had an answer for the man who had sweated in the vineyard all day and questioned this fairness.  He said:


“I choose to give to this last the same as I give to you.  15Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me?”
When you think about it, isn’t that good news?  Isn’t it great that God’s generosity and love is not bound by human standards of fairness?  Even though I don’t understand God’s math of Grace, I am grateful that I and every other sinner can sing:  (please join me)
Jesus loves me this I know, for the Bible tells me so.  Little one to Him belong, They are weak but he is strong.  Yes Jesus loves me.  Yes Jesus loves me.  Yes, Jesus loves me.  The Bible tells me so.

May the Peace of God which passes all human understanding, Keep your hearts and your minds in Christ Jesus, Our Lord.  Amen.
