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Today's Lesson

Stories of Jesus:
Workers in the Vineyard
( Bible Lesson
"Those hired at five o'clock came up and were each given a dollar.  When those who were hired first saw that, they assumed they would get far more.  But they got the same, each of them one dollar."  Matthew 20:9-10
In Matthew chapter 20, Jesus tells a story about a vineyard owner who hired day workers to work in his fields.  He promised them a wage of a dollar.  Around midday, the owner decided he needed more helpers, so he hired more workers – and promised them a fair wage.  Late in the afternoon, he hired still more workers.  When the day's work was done, the owner instructed his foreman to pay everyone – those hired first thing in the morning, and those hired late in the day – the same wage.
As you might expect, the laborers hired in the morning were none too happy that they had worked all day for what was a fair wage in absolute terms, but was patently unfair in relative terms.  But the owner was firm in his conviction that he could reward his workers equally, no matter the number of hours they had worked.
The message of Jesus' story is that no matter when you come to God – the vineyard owner in today's parable – you will have the same reward as those who have come before.  That reward is pretty meaningful, too; in his letter to the church at Rome, St. Paul said that being part of God's family is about "what God does with your life as he sets it right, puts it together, and completes it with joy."  As soon as we're ready to come to the vineyard, we can start getting divine help setting our lives right!

Of course, there are naysayers.  In fact, the complaints of the early morning workers are reminiscent of the complaint of the elder son in the story of the Lost Son, the focus of last week's Together Time talk.  (You'll remember in that story how the elder, faithful son was jealous of the attention his father paid to the returning, "prodigal" son, but how the father rejoiced that his lost son had been found.)  Some people may not understand why God gives mercy both to the just and the unjust, but all of us can agree, from a personal standpoint, that we're glad that's the way God works!  And if we ever feel "holier than thou," we would do well to remember St. Paul's admonition to the Roman church, in chapter 15 of his letter:
"Those of us who are strong and able in the faith need to step in and lend a hand to those who falter, and not just do what is most convenient for us.  Strength is for service, not status.  Each one of us needs to look after the good of the people around us, asking ourselves, 'How can I help?'  That's exactly what Jesus did.  He didn't make it easy for himself by avoiding people's troubles, but waded right in and helped out.  'I took on the troubles of the troubled,' is the way Scripture puts it."
The story of the even-handedness of the vineyard owner ties in neatly to the stories from the past two Sundays of the lost sheep and the lost son.  Our heavenly Father – variously represented by the shepherd, the father of the lost son and the owner of the vineyard – has an overwhelming desire:  to be united with us.  God will be waiting for us whenever we make our decision to join him.  And when we do allow ourselves to be enveloped by His love, there will be a worthwhile reward!
( Home Links

· I'm going to count to three …
One common "parenting shortcut" is to give a child a count to some number (usually with halves and quarters interposed between the penultimate number and the final number), after which some discipline will be imposed if a particular behavior does not stop.  Some of our children turn to as soon as the ominous sounding "one …" is out of a parent's mouth.  Some kids take it right to "two and seven-eighths" before realizing that the dreaded "three!" – and the associated discipline – is imminent.  But most of our kids do turn to and do what it is they're supposed to do, or stop doing what it is they aren't supposed to do.  Just as God does for us, we should reward the behavior change no matter when it happens!  And just as God leads us to make better choices earlier and earlier, we can lead our children to make positive choices earlier, too.  The kid who frequently flirts with the "three!" can become a "one" kind of kid, or maybe a kid who doesn't need a count at all.
· Good for the Joneses
The early-morning workers became upset when they compared their wages to the wages received by the afternoon workers – even though the morning workers had earned an objectively fair wage.  Had they collected their wages and skipped off to their homes, they wouldn't have fallen into the unhappy trap of comparing their circumstances with the circumstances of others.  We are not immune to falling into that trap, either, and our big-city children, as they get more mature, can lose a lot of joy by contrasting their circumstances with those of other families.  St. Paul wrote that it is unwise to compare ourselves to each other; that's because when we compare or try to keep up with others, we can sap our own happiness.  If the Joneses have something that we don't have, there's no point in comparing and trying to keep up.  We can be happy for the Joneses, but we must be happy for ourselves, too – we should count our many blessings.
Prayer for the week

· Pray with your child, and let her hear you say,

"Thank you, God, for Jesus' story about the workers in the vineyard, and what it teaches us about the great reward we have when we become part of your team.  Help us to make the choices that lead us to become part of your team.  And please remind us of the many blessings you have provided for us.  Amen."
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