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Sermon for Fifteenth Sunday after Trinity, 20th September 2020
Readings Jonah 3:10-end of 4, Matt 20:1-16

September is normally a month for a number of conferences and congresses, particularly for political parties and trade unions, though as with so many other activities, things haven’t been quite the same this year.

However, last week, the TUC did manage to hold its annual congress, albeit much of it virtual, streamed and on line. The theme was jobs, security and dignity for all working people. Nothing wrong with that, but I wonder what they would have made of today’s story from Matthew’s Gospel, if Jesus had been an invited speaker? I would expect that many delegates would initially have seen it as a trade union reps nightmare!

Now I can actually speak with some authority for saying that. Some of you may be surprised to hear that for many years, I was actually a union rep for the Federation of Clinical Scientists, a small trade union representing a specialised group of hospital pathology workers.  Initially this was at Selly Oak and subsequently also Queen Elizabeth Hospitals where I worked. Eventually though, I took over as my union’s West Midlands officer covering some aspects of the union’s representation for all the major West Midlands Hospitals. A bit like being a full time officer for one of the larger, traditional trade unions. But in my case, representing just small numbers of specialised NHS pathology workers,  this was on top of my own full time job as a clinical scientist doing hospital laboratory scientific work at Selly Oak and the QE hospitals.
 
It was an interesting and demanding time to be a hospital union rep, because in 2004 the NHS introduced a new job grading and pay system for virtually all NHS workers.  Over a million of them. The initiative was called Agenda for Change, and almost all NHS jobs except for those of doctors and dentists, were to be re-evaluated and regraded with new pay scales. The job evaluation process took into account sixteen different factors in establishing the new job grades and rates of pay. Factors  that you would probably automatically expect to be assessed such as qualifications and experience, responsibility and complexity. But also factors such as physical effort, emotional effort, working conditions, which particularly helped to improve the pay of some previously less well paid workers.

As a union rep at that time, I sat on one of the many panels of four people, two managers and two staff per panel, evaluating various jobs under the new criteria. In subsequent years, after the initial re-gradings, it became more of a case of dealing with appeals on gradings, and getting parity of job grades as an increasing number of NHS reorganisations took place. In the main though, it produced a much fairer pay system. Fair pay for the type of work, and proportional to the number of hours worked.

So today’s Gospel story of those workers only doing one hour at the end of the shift getting the same pay as those who worked all day doesn’t, on the face of it, seem very fair does it? But with Jesus and his parables, of course, there’s more to it than that, and only reading the first part of the parable in isolation doesn’t necessarily give much of a clue as to what point Jesus is making.

Really, we need to see how this morning’s reading builds on where the previous chapter (19) of Matthew’s Gospel left off. And unfortunately, that important chapter seems to be omitted in the church lectionary from the current series of Sunday readings from Matthew’s Gospel.

Chapters 19 and today’s chapter 20 emphasise that the ways of God’s kingdom, the kingdom of Heaven, are significantly different to the ways of the material world. If we had read the second half of chapter 19, entitled ‘the rich young man’ we would have heard Jesus speak about it being easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle, than for someone who is rich to enter the kingdom of God. And Peter almost wondering what ‘reward ‘ he and the other disciples would receive for having left everything and followed Jesus. Jesus  had reassured Peter about that, and spoken of the promise of eternal life. But look what Jesus had then said, in the very last verse of chapter 19, immediately before today’s reading starts. ‘But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first’. Pretty well the same as the ending of today’s reading ‘So the last will be first, and the first will be last’.

What Jesus has been doing is stripping away the idea of people being able to earn a place in heaven, and receiving heavenly rewards proportionate to Christian service. Getting a place in heaven isn’t a competition, with a hierarchy of importance, ego and reward. The last will be first, and the first will be last – maybe the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Pope won’t have a better place in heaven, than us, or someone who repents and gives themselves to Christ, right at the end of their earthly lives!

So looking again now at today’s parable, at one level and with my previous trade union hat on, I can still sympathise with the vineyard workers who worked a whole day yet only got paid the same as those who worked for an hour at the end of the shift. But if I take my union hat off and see the landowner as representing God in the story, I can start to see it differently. I can see the decision to pay all the workers the same as an act of mercy. After all, the financial needs of all the workers would probably have been similar, no matter how long they worked for that day. And seeing the landowner as representing God, we can then better see the landowner’s action not as an injustice, but as the act of mercy that it is. An example of God’s grace and mercy being freely available to those who believe and turn to Him, whether early or late in life. Even the best of us have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God (Romans 9:15-16), but God’s grace and forgiveness is sufficient to redeem any of us, if we believe. It’s never too late to accept God’s forgiveness! And we Christians surely still need the commitment and courage to communicate that message into the world.

I want also to briefly mention our Old Testament lesson from the book of Jonah and see how it can reinforce today’s Gospel message. We probably best know the story of Jonah, in relation to him being swallowed alive by a large ‘fish’ such as a whale, to save him from drowning. But the importance of the story has very little to do with the whale, which is actually a bit of a red herring! Sorry!

Jonah was sent by God to prophesy the destruction of Ninevah, the capital of Assyria, and Israel’s deadly enemy. God wanted Jonah to offer the people there, a saving message of forgiveness for their wickedness. But Jonah goes off in the opposite direction, seemingly not wanting the city to have a chance of being saved. He reaches the coast, boards a ship, which gets badly caught in a storm. Jonah is thrown overboard by the sailors, believing that the storm is Jonah’s fault for rousing the anger of heaven. But Jonah survives, thanks to the fish swallowing him without harming him, and three days later spewing him up alive onto a safe beach. Jonah praises God for his salvation and then, eventually, reluctantly obeys God and goes to Ninevah, but even then he sulks when the people are forgiven. 

The story is important because it portrays God as a God of love and mercy who would prefer to forgive and save His people, even when others have considered them too undeserving to be saved. It is ironic that Jonah, having already declared that the deliverance he himself received, belongs to the Lord, still doesn’t really want to take the Good News of a forgiving God to others.

So to conclude, may we always be thankful for our own salvation, and have  confidence to play our part in taking the good news of our Christian message to others we meet.

Unlike Jonah, may we never begrudge the forgiveness that God extends to all who believe and repent of their sins. May we never try to put ourselves above God and seek to restrict His salvation for others. May we never assume that we are the special ones, the inner circle, and that it is ‘too late’ for others. 

Remember the thief on the cross, at the time of Jesus’ crucifixion - penitence and belief at the very end of the thief’s earthly life. You can’t get much later than that, yet he was assured by Jesus of the same reward of eternal life as the saints of old would receive!

So let us praise God for His grace, mercy, compassion and forgiveness, freely available to all who believe, at whatever stage in their lives that they come to true faith.

Amen


