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I was 18 years old with one year of college behind me and serving in my first ministry position as Summer Youth Director of the First Baptist Church of Lake Wales, Florida (my home church). That summer I received an invitation to preach one Sunday night at my grandparents’ church—First Baptist Church of Waverly (just a few miles from my home). I have the picture on the screen today if you wish to see it. 

What text should I read for my first sermon? I chose the text (or the text chose me)—Matthew 20:1-16: “The Laborers in the Vineyard.” I am not sure why I chose it. Perhaps it was so strange that I thought I could preach something they had not heard. Perhaps this story is so unusual that a child of the Sixties wanted to portray Jesus as a radical for his time. I may never know how or why this was the first text I ever preached, but I am glad it is. For 41 years Matthew 20 continues to shape my theology and my life. I’d like to tell the story with help from Robert Farrar Capon in his book, The Parables of Judgment.1
THE GENEROUS EMPLOYER

There was a man who owned a vineyard. Let’s call him Robert Mondavi. It’s harvest time, so he gets up first thing Monday morning, goes down at 6:00 a.m. to a street corner similar to Park and Cedar and contracts for as much day labor as he can pick up. Mondavi says, “I’ll pay you the usual day’s wage: $7.25 an hour for 12 hours, which comes to about $90 for a day’s work.” Robert loads his crew into a couple of old school buses and puts them to work. 

Just before nine a.m., though, he goes back to the hiring area and loads up more workers, promising them, “I will pay a just wage. I’ll do what’s right.”

At noon and at 3:00 p.m. Robert Mondavi goes back again and each time he says he will pay what is right and just. It’s a huge harvest, though, and with only one hour left before dark, Robert realizes he won’t get the grapes in on time without still more help. So out he goes again at 5:00 p.m., and the village square has only those who have been standing there all day but couldn’t find work. So he walks up to the group, and shouts, “I’m Robert Mondavi, famous and fair. You can probably use a buck; so what do you think?” What they think, of course, is “Whatever!” Off they go with him for an hour’s work. 

I’ve worked as a day laborer picking grapefruit, and I know what workers are thinking. As they work, they find out from the workers already on the job the exact per diem. And since they are—like the rest of the human race—inveterate bookkeepers, they take the $90 figure, divide it by twelve and multiply it by the number of hours they’ll be working. What else would you think about as you pick grapes, grapefruit, or tobacco?

At the end of the day, however, Robert has a surprise for them. He says to his foreman, “I have a wild idea. I’m going to fill the pay envelopes myself; but when you give them out, I want you to do it backwards, beginning with the last ones hired.”

When the first girl with purple hair gets her envelope after an hour’s work and walks away, she finds $90. What does she do? No, she does not go back and say, “You’ve made a mistake! You’ve given me the wrong envelope!” No! She just keeps on walking—fast. But when her shirt-open-to-the-waist boyfriend catches up with her and tells her he got $90, . . . well, dear old human nature triumphs again. They cannot resist going back and bragging to everyone else how much they have been paid for an hour’s work.


On hearing that Robert Mondavi is now famous for paying $90 an hour, those who started earlier in the day put their mental bookkeeping machinery into reverse and put the pedal to the metal. And what do they then come up with? They conclude that they are now about to become the proud possessors of, in order, $270 for three hours, $540 for six hours, $810 for nine hours, or even—bless you, Robert Mondavi—$1,080 for working the full twelve hours. But every last envelope, they find, has $90 in it; no more for those who worked all day, and no less for those who didn’t.


“What’s going on here, Mr. Mondavi? Those jerks work one hour and we sweat for you twelve and we all receive the same pay! We’re calling EEOC! IT’S JUST NOT FAIR!!


Robert, however, has his speech in his pocket, “Look, Pal,” he says. (Incidentally, the Greek word in Jesus’ parable is hetaire, which is a distinctly unfriendly word for “friend.” In most of its uses in the New Testament, it comes off sounding approximately like “Buster.”) “Look, Buster,” he tells the spokesman for all the bookkeepers, “you agreed to $90 a day; I gave you $90 a day. Take it and get out of here before I call the cops. If I want to give someone the same pay as you, so what? What’s that to you? You’re telling me I can’t do what I want with my own money? I’m supposed to be a stinker because you got your nose out of joint? All I did was have a fun idea. I decided to put the last first and the first last to show you there are no insiders or outsiders here. When I’m happy, everybody’s happy, no matter what they did or didn’t do. I’m not asking you to like me, Buster; I’m telling you to enjoy me. If you want to mope, that’s your business. But since the only thing it’ll get you is a lousy disposition, why don’t you just go to . . . !”
HELL IS FOR BOOKKEEPERS

Have you ever heard a story like this? One time a woman came up to Will Willimon after he preached a sermon and asked, “Where do you get these stories?”


“The stories?” Willimon asked. “I guess I get them from my childhood in South Carolina.” 


“Oh,” she said. “Well, I really found the one today offensive. It’s just not right to pay everyone the same wage when some have worked so much harder than the others. That’s unjust.”2


Someone could be killed (or crucified) for telling a story like this. Well, guess what? This is not my story! In another church I was preparing to preach on this text and talked about it with the church’s Office Manager. Twila said, “When you preach this Sunday, you better explain this parable so everyone can understand it. If I were one of those who worked all day, I’d be honked!” Honked?

I believe that hell is for bookkeepers. No, I am not saying that all accountants and bookkeepers are going to hell because of their business training. I am saying that we create our own hell on earth (which is living outside of the power God’s grace and love offers to us) when we have our eye on the books for sin and grace.

Notice the questions that precede this story. 

Then Peter came and said to him, “Lord, if a brother/sister sins against me, how often should I forgive? As many as seven times?” (18:21)
Then someone came to him and said, “Teacher, what good deed must I do to have eternal life?”(19:16)
Then Peter said in reply, “Look, we have left everything and followed you. What then will we have?” (19:27)

Do these sound like bookkeepers to you? Does it sound like they are looking for ways to make their plusses exceed their minuses and their positives be more than their negatives? Religion has always been about bookkeeping. I think that’s the reason the bookkeepers decided to have Jesus killed. We take our bookkeeping attitudes and project them upon the Divine and think God keeps ledger books and will hold us accountable for every sin and indiscretion at judgment time. Jesus, however, comes and proclaims that the Divine Office of Bookkeeping is closed forever. Oh, Divine Graciousness will open one book—The Book of Life—and in it will be my name—Robert Edwin Albritton—and your name. The other books, however, were thrown out when Jesus gave himself up on the cross for my sin and your sin. It is so hard, however, to hear Jesus because bookkeeping comes so natural to us. Contrary to popular belief, grumbling and complaining are not spiritual gifts; for we all have plenty of ability and experience in these disciplines.

For example, we heard another story today about bookkeepers in Exodus 16. Like the bookkeepers in Matthew 20, the people of Israel are grumbling and complaining as they journey with Moses out of the slavery of Egypt and toward the rule of God in a new land. They have a real hunger for bread and meat, and compare their lives with Moses to the meat and bread they had in Egypt just months earlier. The Lord hears them and provides manna and quail for forty years.

The gift of bread in the wilderness is another story of God’s grace that comes to each person whether he/she is good or bad, thankful or resentful, grateful or complaining. This story in Exodus teaches us that bread, like God’s grace, cannot be stored or hoarded. As we pray in the prayer Jesus taught us, we ask just for “daily” bread as the landowner gives them “daily” wages. Our Lord, like the generous employer, gives us what we need. Daily bread, like the $90 for daily work, is to be shared equally with each member of the community. That’s why today VBC is taking Our Daily Bread to hungry families in our county. God expects us to share both bread and grace with others.

In Jesus’ story the generous employer asks those who worked all day, “Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?” (20:15). A literal translation is, “Why is your eye evil because I myself am good?” They have an evil eye! Why?


Those who started at dawn were the only ones told how much they would earn—a denarius (a good day’s wage).  No other worker was promised a certain amount but only a “fair, just wage.” The early laborers received what they were promised and, if they had been paid first, would have gone away satisfied. 


Why did those who worked all day grumble and complain? Because they saw that others who did not work as long as they were given the same pay for less work. It’s not how much I am paid. It’s how much you are paid in relation to what I am paid! “IT’S JUST NOT FAIR!” the bookkeepers shout. And they are right. It’s not equitable and it’s not fair. 


Jesus says, “Grace is not fair; that’s why it is grace.” Grace does not make sense if you have the eye of an accountant. Bookkeepers like to keep up with debits and credits so that they have enough black ink to claim “success” in the world of business. Jesus’ depiction of Robert Mondavi is terrible for business profits and for worker morale, but Jesus is not giving us Micro-economics 101. Jesus is telling us a story about the Macro-economics of the grace of God.

The stories of the bread for the wilderness journey and the wages of the generous employer have the same point—bread/grace that is broken and shared has power for life, but bread/grace does not have that power when it is guarded and hoarded. Divine Graciousness showers both bread and grace on us daily and, through such generosity, demonstrates the Divine economy. Our natural inclination is to horde both bread and grace for ourselves and bestow only a tiny part—perhaps even as much as a tenth—to those whom we deem “worthy” of our gift.

We are all great as bookkeepers for God. We know who is working hard and who is contributing their fair share to God’s work. Perhaps this story is for all of those who already know where everyone stands in the line to heaven. Perhaps this story is for all those who have labored for many years in church teaching teenagers and children and who resent those who have just come into the community of faith. Perhaps this story is for all those good, moral people who made a small step from social life into church life and then resent those former addicts and those with questionable moral standards who just walk (or do they traipse?) into full church membership without paying their dues to society. 

If this story does not offend you somehow, then I wonder if you have really heard it. Jesus tells us that God is not the Divine Bookkeeper we have made him/her out to be. Jesus says God is no longer in the bookkeeping business and if we refuse to acknowledge this fact, if we continue to cast our evil, bookkeeping eye on how much grace others are receiving, then it will be hell for bookkeepers. And every religious bookkeeper I know will be honked!
HYMN 73: There’s a Wideness in God’s Mercy
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