Sunday, September 21

What’s Fair; What’s Grace

Matthew 20:1-16

This is a passage good Christians love to hate. It’s so patently unfair. It borders on socialism, if you ask me. It doesn’t matter how long you work, everybody gets paid the same. Where’s the incentive for hard work, if people are allowed to lounge around till the end of the day, punch a time clock for an hour, and get paid the same as an all-day worker. It’s a recipe for laziness, if you ask me. I mean, pretty soon you’ll end up with some clown getting paid $15 million dollars for leaving a job. No – wait – that only happens with CEOs of large corporations. 

But, of course, this passage isn’t about money, or capitalism, or socialism, or Fannie Mae or AIG, or the stock market and what the government might do. It’s not even about work. It’s about God, and how God deals with this world of ours. And, you could say, it’s about us, and what we expect from God. 

One of the biggest problems with the Gospel is that God’s not fair. God’s not fair! The rain falls on the just and the unjust; God’s mercy is from everlasting to everlasting; and there’s not a darn thing we can do about it. We don’t get to vote on how God doles out his grace, or affection, or goodness. This passage, and the one about the Prodigal Son, and that story about Mary and Martha – over and over again it shows up. And it just doesn’t seem fair. 
We don’t expect the world to be fair. Most of us gave up a long time ago expecting a level playing field. We know too much about how the world operates. It’s not what you know, it’s who you know. Legacy kids get into prestigious colleges before the brightest and the best. Kids cheat on their papers to get better grades; applicants lie on their resumes to get better jobs; candidates stretch the truth in order to get elected; athletes take drugs to enhance their performance. You don’t get to choose your parents, or their income, or the neighborhood you’re born in. Life’s not fair, and it doesn’t take long for us to figure that out. 
It’s the way of the world. The world’s not fair, and you might as well get used to it. If you want to take the high road, that’s noble, it’s laudable, it’s faithful – but you don’t expect to get rewarded for it. 
But with God, it’s different, isn’t it? Shouldn’t things at least be fair with God? If we try hard, sacrifice, take the high moral ground, we may not be rewarded, but at least God will notice, won’t he? 

Won’t he?

Isn’t there any pay-off for living a virtuous life? 

I remember this incident when I was a girl. It was Easter Sunday; my twin sister and I were probably seven years old. My uncle and aunt came to visit, and my uncle said he had a present for us. It was a pink inflatable bunny – pretty ugly, but fun. But there was a catch to it: there was only one gift. Only one of us could have it. He would give it to whichever of us was the nicest. 

It took a second for this to sink in; then we practically tripped over ourselves trying to be nice. I would say, “Oh, that’s OK, you can give it to Chris,” thinking that would make me nicer, so I would be the one to get the present. Then she would chime in and do the same thing. It was pathetic. 

He let this go on for awhile, then Uncle Jack went to his car and got the second present – which was exactly like the first. He was just yanking our chains. And it worked. 
Here’s the thing I’ve come to realize: we act as if God is like my Uncle Jack. There’s only one present, and he’s going to give it to whoever deserves it most. 

If that’s what “fair” is, then I’m not sure that’s a God I want to worship. A God of limited commodities, where we compete for this thing called ‘grace.’

There’s not a formula or an equation for grace. It’s not like school, where there’s a list of assignments. Every teacher I know begins the year with the assignment list, spelling out very carefully exactly what is expected for each grade. They hand out ‘rubrics’ for writing assignments: this is how I will grade you. This is what I am looking for. It’s fair – every student knows exactly what to expect. 
But invariably, some high-achieving student will be unhappy with his or her grade. They’ll come in to protest the grade they got on a paper or test. Their parents might come with them to give the teacher grief. There’s pressure – enormous pressure – to succeed, and the teacher has the power to make or break the grade-point average for the student. It can get downright ugly. 

Face it, we live in an achievement culture, with success and failure, winners and losers. Nobody wants to be a loser. It’s embarrassing. It’s humiliating. It fills us full of shame. So we strive and we try and we work for success – to look good, sound smart, earn money, dress well, make the right friends, be in the right places at the right time – knowing full well that our worth in the eyes of others is on the line. 

Man, it’s a tough world. No wonder we have such a hard time with grace. How can we begin to understand it, when we see it so seldom in this world of ours? 

What does grace even look like?

One writer defines it this way: “Simply put, [grace] describes the mercy of God demonstrated in countless ways to undeserving people.” [Texts for Preaching, p. 493.]

The mercy of God demonstrated in countless ways… that sounds so beautiful. The problem is with the last part of the sentence: “to undeserving people.” Here’s the thing: we don’t see ourselves as undeserving. It’s other people who are undeserving, and it galls us that they might receive just as much divine largess as we do. 
And we wonder about God’s economy, that doesn’t rest on a “merit system.” As a commentator describes it,

We wonder if grace does not undermine the whole reason for being good, for observing standards, for keeping rules, for living justly.

But what if grace was what we really needed? Not rewards, not incentives, but grace – pure, undeserved grace? 
When was the last time you saw that?
I saw it last Spring, and it affected someone near and dear to my heart. I asked my son Luke if I could share this with you, and he said it would be OK. Luke was sick last spring – he had mono, and then got strep throat on top of it. He was one sick puppy. At first I didn’t know what it was, so I kept making him go to school, even though he was exhausted. Then, when I found out, I felt like ‘bad mommy of the year.’ Slowly, slowly he got better. But going back to school proved just about impossible. It felt way too overwhelming. 

We kept checking in with teachers and the principal to try to make it manageable, but it was just too much. So finally, the last week of Luke’s sixth grade year, we went in to talk to his principal one more time. We didn’t know what would happen. Would he be held back and have to repeat sixth grade? Would he have to spend the summer making up school work in order to move on? Would he need to work with a tutor to get all those projects done? 
We tossed it all around with the principal, and then he told us this. He had already talked to the principal at the Middle School. He asked her point-blank, “What would you do if I sent you a student with an Incomplete for his fourth quarter?” And she said, “As long as you can tell me he’s ready for seventh grade, that’s fine with me.” 

So Luke Jones moved from his incomplete 6th grade year at Granville Intermediate School to his 7th grade year at Granville Middle School, and is loving it. 

That’s the power of grace. 

Was it fair? Absolutely not. It wasn’t a bit fair to any of the kids who sweated it out over Book projects and science projects and language arts power point presentations. It wasn’t even fair to their parents, who sweated it out with them.
But it was what Luke needed, and that’s what he received. 

That’s grace: God cares about us, and what we need, more than what’s ‘fair’. The parable makes this abundantly clear. As Tom Long points out in his commentary on this story, if God is like a landowner who needed harvesters for the field, then you would expect him to care mostly about the crop, or his profit. If the owner hires people throughout the day, it would only be because he needed more workers to bring the crop in. But this landowner cares more about the workers’ need for work, than his need for workers. 

This divine landowner employs even those the world ignores and forgets. As he surveys these idle folk who stand there like the leftover kids on a ball field whom nobody wants on the team, he calls out graciously, ‘I can use you. You also go into the vineyard….
At the end of the day, the landowner gives all the workers what they need. Everybody gets a full day’s wage; everybody gets a denarius; everybody gets enough to provide for life.

In the parable from Matthew, the workers who were in the fields all day grumbled, “These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us.” That’s the rub. God has made us equal to each other, whether anybody deserves it or not. Because, the truth is, no one does.
You know, at the end of the day, I’m grateful for this God of ours. Because more likely than not, no matter how hard I try, I’m going to be one of those workers that needs grace more than fairness. 

I need this God whose mercy is from everlasting, to everlasting, world without end. 
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