The Rev. Edwin C. Pease, Jr., D. Min., Sermon to be preached in the Episcopal Diocese of Massachusetts, Stoneham, All Saints’ Church, on the Fourteenth Sunday after Pentecost,  September 18, 2011, RCL Proper 20A:  Texts:  The Book of Jonah, and The Gospel According to St. Matthew, 20:1-16

Part I:  Addressed to the Congregation

Here’s the story:  “When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, ‘Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the last and then going to the first.’  When those hired about 5 pm came, each of them received the usual daily wage.  Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them also received the usual daily wage.”  

It’s helpful to know these things:
-- that the denarius, which was paid to each worker, was probably sufficient for a day’s wage.
--this means that the laborer, no matter what circumstances prevented him from coming to the market early, no matter what time he was hired, still received a full day’s subsistence wage.  His family would not have to suffer for circumstances that may have been beyond his control.

In a traditional interpretation of this parable the Landowner is a stand-in for God, this parable can mean that those who come to faith late in life will not be penalized.  For many of us this is indeed a welcome message.  It is a story of God amending our human invented system of meritocracy to include those who don’t strictly deserve full pay.

It would be nice to think that even though our human-invented system of meritocracy is common on earth, in the end God will somehow provide everybody with what they need.

In the Lord’s prayer, we pray, “give us this day our daily bread”.  In the story the landowner provided for all.  And yet, when you think of Rwanda and Darfur, where people are starving, and the huge percentage of Americans living below the poverty level – which means among other things that they can’t get bread daily, something is not happening that should be.

We believe that God wants to give everybody their daily bread both spiritually and physically.  Yet it’s not happening.  It’s not going to happen unless people make it happen.  God is waiting on us; God needs us to help in this work.  People and what people do are the way that God extends into our world.  God has set things up so that we have a role in God’s work.  God has made us partners in a great work of providing for everybody’s needs.
In the Bible, Jesus says, 32 “Do not be afraid, little flock, for it is your Father’s good pleasure to give you the kingdom. 33Sell your possessions, and give alms. Make purses for yourselves that do not wear out, an unfailing treasure in heaven, where no thief comes near and no moth destroys. 34For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also. 35 ‘Be dressed for action and have your lamps lit…[Luke 12:32-35…]”
We have work to do.  What have we been doing about this as a congregation?  Is there more that we can do?  If so, how can we organize to do it?
Part  II:  Addressed to the Children, but meant to be overheard.
Remembering back to the dramatic reading from the Bible this morning which was the entire book of Jonah, let’s think about Jonah for just a minute.  Jonah didn’t want to do what God wanted him to do.  
To avoid doing what God wanted, Jonah ran away from God.  He did this first by trying to get away as a passenger on a ship that was sailing in the opposite direction that God wanted him to go in.  Then there was a storm, and Jonah asked to be thrown overboard so that the ship would and all those on the ship would survive the storm—because he felt that the storm was happening because God was mad at him for running away, and was trying to get rid of him.
But that turned out not to be the case.  Instead a huge fish came and swallowed Jonah, and then the fish spit him up on dry land.  Jonah changed his mind;  if God was not trying to get rid of him, it must be that God really wanted Jonah to help.  God really wanted him to go to the Ninevites and give them a message from God.  
Jonah hated the Ninevites because they were terrorists.  He would have been happy to see them punished by God and to be wiped out by God.  But God wanted to reach out to them, to give them a chance to change the way they were leading their lives.
Jonah had gotten  a second chance from God.  He realized that this meant not that he could go back to his life as usual, but that he should change the way he was leading his own life of hating people and running from God.  So Jonah decided to take God’s message to the Ninevites.
And what happened?  They listened to god’s message coming from Jonah, and they changed the way they were living their lives.  They got a second chance at life because Jonah was willing to go to them for God.  And God is willing to give not only a second chance, but a third, fourth, fifth chance, as many times as it takes…
So think about your own lives.  Have you wanted to live your life in a good way, but instead you have done something that was a mistake, maybe even made many mistakes?  
Here’s a story told by a famous preacher, Dr. Haddon Robinson of the Gordon-Conwell Theological Seminary over in Hamilton, Massachusetts: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]On New Year's Day, 1929, Georgia Tech played the University of California in the Rose Bowl. During the first half of the game a player by the name of Roy Riegels recovered a fumble for California on his own thirty-five yard line. In evading some of the Georgia Tech tacklers, Riegels became confused. He started running sixty-five yards in the wrong direction. One of his teammates, Benny Lom, outran him and tackled him on the one yard line just before Riegels was about to score for Georgia Tech. Then, on the next play, when California attempted to punt out of its end zone, Tech blocked the kick and scored a safety, which was the ultimate margin of victory. 
That strange play came near the end of the first half. Everyone watching the game was asking the same question: "What will coach Nibbs Price do with Roy Riegels in the second half?" The players filed off the field and trudged into the dressing room. They sat down on the benches and on the floor. All but Riegels. He pulled his blanket around his shoulders, and sat down in a corner, put his face in his hands, and wept like a baby. 
A coach usually has a great deal to say to his team during half-time. That afternoon coach Price was quiet. No doubt he was trying to decide what to do with Riegels. Then the timekeeper came in and announced that there were three minutes before playing time. Coach Price looked at the team and said simply, "Men, the same team that started the first half will start the second." 
The players got up and started out. All but Roy Riegels. He didn't budge. The coach looked back and called to him again. Still Riegels didn't move. Coach Price walked over to Riegels and said, "Roy, didn't you hear me? The same team that started the first half will start the second." Roy Riegels looked up and his cheeks were wet with tears. 
"Coach," he said, "I can't do it. I've disgraced you. I've disgraced the University of California. I've disgraced myself. I couldn't face that crowd to save my life." 
Then Coach Nibbs Price put his hand on Riegels shoulder and said, "Roy, get up and go on back. The game is only half over." Roy Riegels did go back, and those Tech players testified that they had seldom seen a man play as Roy Riegels did in that second half. 
When I read that story, deep inside I said, "What a coach!" When I read the story of Jonah and the stories of a thousand men and women like them, I say, "What a God!" We take the ball and we run in the wrong direction. We stumble and fall. We're so ashamed of ourselves that we never want to try again. And God comes and in the person of Jesus Christ puts a hand on our shoulder and says, "Get up; go on back. The game is only half over." 
That's the good news of the grace of God. That's the good news of the forgiveness. That's the Gospel of the second chance, of a third chance, of the hundredth chance.
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