
Sermon by Rev. Lusmarina Campos Garcia
On Matthew 20:1-16
21 September 2008

If the story of the Gospel had happened in Geneva, this weekend would be the time when it would have taken
place. This weekend all vineyards open their doors for wine tasting and the workers are hired. It is the
beginning of the grape harvest.

"Is your eye evil because I am good?" This is the literal translation for verse 15 in the gospel we've just heard.
Instead of "Are you envious because I am generous?" the original reads: "Is your eye evil because I am
good?"

In this parable (or story) about the Kingdom of God, the workers who were hired in the beginning of the day
could not stand to receive the same wage as those who were hired at the end of the day. How could they, who
had worked hard the whole day obtain equal payment as those who had worked only for one hour? Their
sense of justice was broken and their expectations frustrated. It was not fair!

Who of us would not feel the same? Our sense of justice is based in comparisons. Our professional or
inter-personal relationships are based on notions of exchange. And it seems that in the Kingdom of God no
comparisons are established and exchange is not a value. I have heard many people in different places saying
that life is a continuous act of exchanging. I disagree deeply. Life is not about exchange. Life is about giving
completely for free.

Exchange implies expecting to receive back. And this expectation can become a dangerous cage. If we give
something to somebody expecting to receive something back, we may get frustrated and extremely unhappy.
If I am kind to someone it should not be because I expect that person to be kind with me; it should be because
I can offer anything else but kindness. I offer out of a completely free will. And what I receive comes out of
somebody else's completely free will. I believe everything we do and everything we say returns to us. Not
because we intend to but because everything is part of a cosmic movement of interaction and dialogue. If this
dynamic of offering and being offered doesn't work, there is something wrong.

Do you remember of a situation in which you have done something with the clear intention of getting
something else back and you didn't?

The Kingdom of God is not based on comparisons or exchange, but on free will and mercy.

The landowner in our story claims the right to pay his workers not on the basis of their merits but on the basis
of his own will. The Greek word thelo often translated "to wish" or "to desire," appears in verses 14 & 15 as
"to choose". It is the verbal form of the word we pray in the Lord's Prayer: "Your will be done on earth as it is
in heaven." It is also in the present tense -- indicating that God continues to "wish" to give to the last as to the
first.

An important contrast in this passage is between our hard work and God's gracious will. Centering on our
work creates a hierarchy between believers -- some are better than others and people with that belief, will be
unable to see the goodness of God because they are blinded by a sense of their own goodness. Centering on
God's gracious will creates a unity of believers -- all receive the same benefits.

This story raises a question about the value of work and the privilege of having a job. In a world with high
rates of unemployment and thousands of people immigrating from place to place in search for a job, to have
one is a privilege. On the other side of the 'privileged' are the 'unprivileged,' those people who have no access
to work or whose work has little value. Many times 'privilege' comes accompanied by 'specialization.' We
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become more and more 'specialized' and accumulate more and more work. So, instead of doing the work of
one person, we do the work of two, three perhaps. Isn't that sinful? In a world where millions are dying to
have a job, 'accumulation of work' seems to be a distortion to me. Isn't time to review our ethics and the rules
of the work market?

The Gospel reading this morning teaches us that in the Kingdom of God there are no people put aside. All
those who accepted God's invitation to work in the vineyard (whenever the invitation came to them) are
equally valuable. Everyone has the same right and privilege to participate in God's goodness and mercy,
which exceed widely our sense of justice. Those who believe they deserve more then others have to learn that
the Kingdom of God is a free gift.

Does any of us feel that we have more rights then others because we work more? Do we feel like establishing
hierarchy between ourselves? Do we trust enough in God's will so we can let go any concerns about positions
or comparisons? Does God still need to ask us whether our eye is evil because God is good?

Sometimes God's will doesn't combine with ours. It is good when it does. It is painful when it doesn't. But
God is always ready to help us enter God's kingdom, to heal our eye and to restore in us the ability to see the
width of God's mercy.

Are you prepared to be hired today?
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