Matthew 20: 1-16; Jonah 3: 10-4: 11 – Not Fair
Sunday 24/09/17, 9.30 at GS & 11.00 at CC

‘It’s not fair!’ moaned the teenager at the teacher. ‘I’ve been done just for talking, and he’s been running round the room all lesson and gets away with it.’ ‘Life’s not fair. Get used to it’ snarled the teacher in reply. It’s not just teenagers who have the ‘not fair’ complex! Parents in the car park: ‘they got their child into their first choice school, but we could only get our third choice – not fair!’ Or listen to vicars in the clergy chapter meeting arguing over leaking church roofs, or leaking congregations, or rising parish shares – not fair! It seems we have an innate sense of fairness – or at least, of ‘not fairness’ – which we want to shout about even if we don’t always know all the circumstances of the other parties – whilst at the same time those facing genuine injustice, exploitation and bullying suffer in silence.
It’s not fair! Jonah moaned at God. I had a perfectly good vine that was keeping the midday sun off me, and now it’s gone and died on me. What am I supposed to do? God answers him, ‘What makes you think you’re entitled to have a vine to shelter you? What did you do to deserve it? I made it grow, all in one day, designing it perfectly so you could get shelter from it? Did you thank me? All you’ve done is moan and grumble, and think you’re so hard done-by.’ Feeling of entitlement is a dangerous thing, and something we in church are particularly prone to if we’re not careful. ‘I’ve worked all these years, unpaid – given my heart and soul. I’m entitled to feel upset (because you’ve changed things).’ 
And ‘entitled to be upset’ soon becomes entitled to be rude, to gossip, to back-bite, to undermine. But God says, ‘If you’re going to be angry, be angry over something that matters.’ To Jonah he said, ‘You’re angry because you preached Nineveh would be destroyed, but I have decided to have mercy on them. What makes you angry at my generosity? By what right do you say, ‘unfair’?
‘It’s not fair!’ moaned the workers in the vineyard, who, at daybreak had negotiated their rate of pay and then had worked all day under the blistering hot sun. Before they received their pay, they had to watch as those who had worked fewer hours, some only a single hour, were all paid the just as much. Not fair! Surely those who’d done a 12 hour shift deserved a bonus. Surely it was their right, their entitlement, to be paid more. But no, says the landowner, you’ve got the pay we agreed: why should you be resentful because I have been generous with the others?

Let’s linger with this story and see a different perspective: they are all day labourers with no job security what-so-ever, each one dependent on being hired on a day by day basis. In the morning the employers presumably took on those who looked like the best workers, the strongest and fittest. Those left behind probably looked less productive – the very young and the elderly, but all needed enough pay to buy a basic meal for themselves and those who depended on them. Those standing in the market-place had been left with the uncertainty of waiting, hoping against hope that they’d get their chance to earn something.
It would easy to stigmatize them as lazy and workshy, and say, it’s not fair that they were paid just as much. But the generous employer recognised all had the same needs. Is that not fair?
I wanted to shout ‘unfair’ the other day as I prepared for PCC: unfair we have to spend our time doing policies and procedures, discussion of which, if I may use an analogy from Harry Potter, is like the arrival of the Dementers who suck life, energy, your very soul out of your body. Why can’t we get on with the real mission of the church? The parable challenged me on my reaction: the landowner’s generosity to the late-comers did not mean he failed to honour the contract with his first workers. Our policies and procedures are like that initial contract, the base-line for how we operate. Just as individually we expect to show basic care, integrity, politeness, respect and so on, collectively there are standards which have to be agreed and maintained in such areas as financial management, health and safety and safeguarding of children and the vulnerable. We are acutely aware that things have gone seriously wrong in some churches. Part of the problem has been muddled thinking that sets relationships inappropriately above the rules. Someone’s said to be ‘a good guy’: everyone thinks the world of them. So proper procedures have not been followed, and serious harm done. It won’t do to say, ‘not fair’ we have to do policies because (thank the Lord) we have not had that problem here: these are contracts of care we must keep.
With those foundations in place, we can then seek to go above and beyond to begin to emulate the generosity and graciousness of God, getting on with the mission to which we are called. 
This is a parable that began, like so many, with the question of how you enter the kingdom of heaven and concludes basically that, ‘you’ll be surprised: the first (those you expect) will be last and the last (those you least expect) will be first.’ Those you think have earned their way in – especially those who think they’re entitled – will be struggling; those who know they’ve failed and so put themselves into God’s hands – they’ll be first through the door. 

This is a parable about God who stops us in our tracks when we start to think we can decide who is deserving, and stops us again when we begin to think we are deserving. It does challenge us to work hard do the basics right, to meet our obligations of love, and it encourages and inspires us to go above and beyond; to listen out for God’s call, to spot the opportunities to show grace, generosity and abundance, as God himself is gracious, generous and abounding in love for us. That is to participate in the fairness of God.
