25th SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘A’

 

 

The Lord is really “laying it on us” in the Gospel readings of the past few weeks.  Deacon Dave preaches next weekend and the gospel is about the man who told his sons to go work in the vineyard.  The first refused, but afterwards changed his mind and went; the second agreed to go, but then did not.  I hope Dave easily finds a message in that for us.
 
We are not the only ones who have problems with the action of the landowner in today’s gospel.  The laborers who went out at dawn and those who went out at nine, at noon, and at three all resent his equal treatment of those who went out at five and worked only one hour to receive the usual daily wage.  They all wished that they had waited until the last hour as well, since all received the same pay.
 
The parable is about justice and generosity.  The justice of a day’s pay for a day’s work is superseded by the landowner’s generosity.  It is about God’s grace being extended to all.  And we tend to think in terms of merit rather than grace.
 
The custom of tipping came to mind as I was reflecting upon this reading.  The dictionary definition of a tip is “a small sum of money given as an acknowledgement of services rendered.  In recent years, I have noticed that bars and buffets seem to have become more forthright in encouraging customers to consider their gestures of service also worthy of acknowledgement, as they display containers clearly labeled “Tip Jar” near the cash register, and the word “tip” seems to have been softened into the word “gratuity” on the restaurant check, and a certain percentage is often already included in the total if five or more have been served together.  
 
For most of our purchases, no gratuity is expected.  But when there is more direct contact between a person served and the server, an acknowledgement of services rendered is felt to be in order.  It has come to be part of the system of compensation for many such businesses, as their practice of paying lower wages to those workers who are in a position to be given tips or gratuities is tolerated by society.  Although we have already paid the restaurant or hotel the charges they have determined for the services provided, we feel the need to be gracious to the individuals who have directly given us the service – the waiter or waitress, the maid, the bellhop, etc.
 
So we have an experience of practicing a generosity that goes beyond simple justice.  But our experiences does not compare to the generosity of the landowner in the parable that is meant to teach us something about the kingdom of heaven.  “The last will be first and the first will be last”, but all because the first worked their fool heads off while the last did nothing until the final hour???
 
The parable tempts us to think of ourselves in comparison to others we know especially persons close to us such as siblings and coworkers.  As we think of them, we naturally see ourselves in the position of the workers who went out at dawn and bore the day’s burden and the heat, and see our siblings as those who did so much less yet receive at least as much of our parents’ love and inheritance, and our coworkers are those who receive an equal or greater wage or salary than we receive, but do not produce as well as we do.
 
But then I might also think of a newborn infant and how we marvel over the miracle of new human life.  If necessary, we would give our human life to protect and defend that human life, even though that person at that stage of life would be worthless in the vineyard even at the last hour.
 
The parable is not about fair wages or even justice.  It is about a God whose ways are not our ways, whose thoughts are not our thoughts.  It is about an invitation that God extends to everybody, not just those of us who feel entitled to special treatment.  It is about grace extended to all.
 
Father Henri Nouwen urged people to learn how to practice what he called, “the discipline of gratitude.”  Instead of focusing upon our losses with resentment, he urged us to be grateful for the many gifts God has given us, and also extends to our brothers and sisters.
 
You cannot be more left out of a wage or an inheritance than if you die before it is distributed.  Yet Jesus, before he died in his sorry human state, turned to God and praised and thanked God out of the very depths of his sorrow.  And on the night before he died Jesus gave us the gift of Eucharist, the ability to be in union with Him in offering perfect praise and thanksgiving to God our Father.  Eucharist is God’s gift of God’s self to us. We cannot earn it in an hour, nor a day, or even in a lifetime.  We can only receive it, and be in communion with it.  Here at Eucharist, we can turn all of our resentments into thanksgiving! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
