St. Mary of the Angels   Sunday OT 25 A  9/24/23
Is.55.6-9;   Phil. 1.20c-24;  Mt. 20.1-16a

My Brothers and Sisters,

Today’s parable of the Workers in the Vineyard from St. Matthew’s Gospel and the parable of the Prodigal Son from St. Luke’s Gospel need to be placed side by side so as to better understand what Jesus is getting at.

But, first, we have to acknowledge that both parables have been misnamed and so miss the point.

The Workers in the Vineyard should be named The Generous Landowner.  The focus should be on the landowner, not on the workers.

The Prodigal Son should be named The Prodigal Father.  The focus should be on the Father, not on the wayward son.

We are not dealing with an ordinary landowner nor with an ordinary father.  We are looking at God, the God who said through Isaiah today, “…my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways, my ways. … For just as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts higher than your thoughts.”
Because we have focused so long on the prodigal son and his brother and on the various workers in the vineyard, the parables have not only been misunderstood, they have caused resentment. 
We can well ask: why should the rebellious and wasteful son be so welcomed and given such a lavish party at his homecoming?

Why should the workers of one hour get the same pay as those who labored all day?

In both, there is no justice.  No fairness in human terms.

Besides, what if the younger son decides to run off again?  Will there be another party when he returns?  He only returned because he was hungry.
And tomorrow, will the landowner find workers waiting early in the morning, or will they all show up at 5:00pm?  Why bother working all day!
But, Jesus told both of these parables to help us glimpse how amazingly big his heavenly Father’s heart is.  That is the point!
Jesus was trying to open our eyes to see through our imagination that God does not act according to the rules of justice, but according to the far greater law of love.

To the returning wasteful son, the Father, God, is all welcoming, all forgiving, and all joyful.

God lets us go – and whatever mistakes we make – God is always there to welcome us.

No, the Father did not cheat his elder son because he told him very frankly, “All that in mine is yours.”  God says the same to us: “all that is mine is yours.” 

God does not count sins, but welcomes return.  
God does not want our labor so much as our hearts.  
And no one is outside God’s mercy.
With the laborers, God the landowner wanted to make sure that each and every worker had enough to live on.  God was responding to everyone’s prayer, “Give us this day our daily bread.”  “Give us what we need for this day.”  That is all the world needs, but many do not have – that daily bread, that daily wage.
Now, would it have helped if the landowner had paid the early workers first and sent them on their way so they didn’t see what happened?  Sure!  But then, the early workers --and we --would miss the point.  God is most generous to those in most need.

So, how do these two parables speak to us today?

First, as Christians, we need to keep enlarging our minds to grasp how amazingly loving, forgiving, generous God is.  
And we need to keep stretching our thinking to God’s thinking.  We need to close the gap.
Secondly, as Christians, we need to keep enlarging our own hearts to love, forgive and embrace those who may not seem to be as faithful as we have been or who have not worked as hard as we have.

Those who, in the name of purity of doctrine and righteousness, refuse welcome to the Lord’s table people who do not fit their standard of respectability, insult our God whose ways and thoughts are so far above our ways and our thoughts. 

Finally, the God of the vineyard wants, above all, everyone to have an opportunity to work in his vineyard.  Idleness, i.e., not being part of the enterprise, was the landowner’s greatest concern.

It is a privilege, a deep satisfaction, to be asked to labor in God’s vineyard.  In the midst of everything else – despite all failures and disappointments, -- what we do for God and for one another, gives the greatest meaning and purpose to our life.  
It is God’s will that we all find our place in his vineyard.  And, as the poet Dante put it: “God’s will is our peace.”  I would like to change it to: “God wills our peace.”  God wills our peace and our happiness, and those graces can only be found in God’s vineyard.
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