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In my clinical pastoral education class there are seven students.  We take turns working at three local hospitals as chaplains and some of the shifts are pretty grueling.  On weekends, whomever is on call, has to stay at the hospital for 24 hours at a time and your schedule is at the mercy of the pager.  It can go off at any time - when someone comes into the emergency room, when someone dies in any unit, or anytime someone needs emotional or spiritual support.  The worst times for me are when there are unhappy outcomes in labor and delivery.  It’s hard to get to sleep when you are at the mercy of a pager—you lie down in a strange on-call room in an unfamiliar bed and pray, “Please God, don’t let anyone page me. But if they do, please make sure I hear it and please let me know what to say and do if I have to respond to a need.”  It’s hard to get to sleep and chances are, once you are asleep, you’ll be awakened by the pager; rush to help someone at one of the worst times of their lives and then try to go to sleep all over again.


Not surprisingly, no one is especially fond of the 24 hour shifts.  Recently, after completing one, one of the students had to drop out.  He had a family emergency while he was already under the stress of a 24 hour shift and left the hospital abruptly.  The next day he regretted his decision and in two days he was back.


In the meantime, when we thought he was gone, the remaining six of us had to fill in the holes his absence created in the schedule.  We all had to take extra shifts.  When we heard he was coming back we decided that for the rest of the month we would continue to fill in his shifts to make things easier for him in this time of family crisis.  When we told him, he got tears in his eyes and insisted we put him back on the schedule.  “It’s not fair,” he said, “that’s just not fair.”


“What’s not fair?  That these people want to take your shifts?” the chaplain coordinator asked.


“Yes, it’s not fair to anyone else if I don’t pull my weight,” the returning student said.


“Well, you’re right,” the coordinating chaplain said.  “It’s not fair.  It’s grace.”


And that sentence has given me a lot to think about.  It led me to the parable in Matthew that we read this morning. It made me think about what we want and what we get.  What we want and what we need.

A reward is something that is given in return for good works.  A gift is something voluntarily given to another without compensation.  We understand rewards.  They make sense to us.  They keep us motivated, and they motivate others.  But we have a harder time understanding gifts. In fact, some things we call gifts are really rewards.  Is it possible that even Christmas gifts are really rewards we give to the special people in our lives just for being special?


God’s gift of grace through Jesus was the first real gift anyone had ever seen; but some people then, and some still today, get confused and think Jesus is a reward.  And that’s wrong thinking. In fact, you can’t receive grace if you think it is a reward for something you have done. Grace is all about what God has done.


In his book, “In The Grip of Grace,” author Max Lucado writes about serial killer Jeffrey Dahmer.  He asks, “You know what disturbs me most about Jeffrey Dahmer? Not his acts, though they are disgusting;  not his trial as disturbing as it was; not his punishment, through life without parole is hardly an exchange for his actions.  What troubles me most about Jeffrey Dahmer is this:  his conversion.


“Months before an inmate murdered him, Jeffrey Dahmer became a Christian.  Said he repented.  Was sorry for what he did.  Profoundly sorry.  Said he put his faith in Christ.  Was baptized.  Started life over.  Began reading Christian books and attending chapel.  Sins washed.  Soul cleansed.  Past forgiven.”

“What,” Lucado asks, “is our response to something like that?  What we want to do,” he says, “is cross our arms and furrow our brows and say, ‘God won’t let you off that easy.  Not after what you did.  God is kind, but God’s no wimp.  Grace is for average sinners like me, not a deviant like you.”


And that’s the problem.  God doesn’t compare us to others.  Other people aren’t the standard—God is.  And compared to God, we all sin and fall short.


Consider this:  also from Lucado, “A condemned criminal was sent to his death by his country.  In his final moments, he asked for mercy.  Had he asked for mercy from the people, it would have been denied.  Had he asked for mercy from the government, it would have been declined.  Had he asked it of his victims, they would have turned a deaf ear.  But it wasn’t to those he turned for grace.  He turned instead to the bloodied form hanging on the cross next to him and pleaded, ‘Jesus, remember me when you come into your kingdom.’ And Jesus answered him, ‘I tell you the truth; today you will be with me in paradise.’”


As far as we know, Jeffrey Dahmer did the same thing.  And as far as we know. Jeffrey Dahmer got the same response.  And when you think about the request Dahmer made, it’s no different than yours or mine.  He may have made his request from a prison cell and we may make ours from church pew, but we are still hoping for the same thing.  That’s not fair; that’s grace.


Let me read a modern adaptation of today’s parable to you from “Random Acts of Grace; Dramatic Encounters with God’s Love,” by Paul and Nicole Johnson”


“He arose a couple of hours before dawn.  Fall was definitely in the air; his joints were a little stiffer in the coolness of the morning. He stared out over the acreage that had developed into his passion—his vineyard, the garden of his delight…This year the harvest would be so great, he would need help to bring it in. Anticipation overtook him, and he climbed into his trusty, time-worn pickup and went to town to hire some workmen.


At 5:30 a.m. he drove straight to the spot where the unemployed laborers hung out.  “I’d like to hire you all,” the landowner shouted, rolling down his window.


“And we’d like nothing better,” said Henry, the self-appointed leader of 12.… Henry walked toward the landowner, prepared to haggle.  But there was to be no haggling today.  The landowner was promising to pay above minimum wage for a full day’s work and that was good enough.  Henry and the others climbed into the back of the truck, excited about their prospective pay and rode to the vineyard.  If everything went well they could be looking a at almost $50.  Henry smiled.  It was going to be a good day after all. Soon they arrived at the vineyard, and the landowner gave them instructions….”


Around 8:30, the landowner left the men to their work and headed back to town.  About a half a mile before the main stoplight, he recognized “Moose,” the town strong man.  He honked his horn, stopped the truck and waved Moose over.


“Done,” said Moose, shaking the landowner’s hand.  “You just hired yourself nine good men.”  The landowner drove through town picking up Moose’s friends…Moose figured they would make about $36, if they were lucky.  And he felt lucky.


They arrived at the vineyard, and the landowner instructed them in their work. It wasn’t long before he was heading off to town again.


This time, he pulled up in front of the Bristow brother’s place.  All eight of them were in the front yard having a tobacco-spitting contest…The landowner got out of his truck, and watching where he stepped, walked over to them and gave them an offer.  “I’ll pay above minimum wage,” [he said].


Buddy Bristow shook the landowner’s hand.  “Done.  You just hired yourself eight good men.” [Buddy figured they would make about $25.]


Back at the vineyard Henry saw the truck pull up again to let more workers out.  “What’s that crazy landowner doing?” he muttered to himself… Henry already had six hours of hard work under his belt, and he didn’t want anyone cutting in on his pay.


Around three o’clock, the landowner headed back to town.  It was pretty late to be hiring anyone; still, he had to try.  Once in town, he made the first left and headed toward a hunch…behind the warehouse [where a group of men were sitting on the ground playing cards.]


“I’ve hired nearly 30 men today to work in my vineyard, and I need more help… I’m willing to pay you well,” the landowner insisted. In a flash, the card game was moved from behind the warehouse to the back of the truck.


“Hey,” Henry called, [when the new men arrived at the vineyard] …You getting paid?” 


“Yep,” [one replied.]  “Probably make about $10.” 


At sundown, the men clustered in groups and stood speculating on their wages.


“Call the men and pay them their day’s wage, beginning with the last [ones] hired,” the landowner said to the foreman….


The foreman walked over to the man who had started up another card game and paid each of them $72.  They had not seen that much money in their hands in…well, maybe ever.

[They] thanked the landowner profusely.


The foreman moved on to the Bristow brothers.  They were not going to make $25 after all! They were going to make $72! “My wife’s not gonna believe this,” Buddy yelled, “if I tell her!”


Moose and the others who had been working since early morning knew that they were going to get $72, but suddenly it didn’t seem like so much.  When the foreman called them to receive their pay, they did so without so much as a thank you.


[And Henry?] Henry grew angrier and angrier.  The gall of the landowner to pay as much [to] those who had worked [little] as to the likes of them who had carried the burden of the work all day long.  It was simply too much…


Henry went straight to the landowner [to complain.]


“What did you agree to work for today?” the landowner asked Henry.


“Above minimum wage, but you paid [them]…


“Is $72 still above minimum age?” 


‘Yes, but you paid [them]…


“Take what I have paid you and go on.  It is my money and I’ll spend it how I choose on whom I choose, because it is mine.  Or are you envious because I’m good?  Why do you have a problem with someone, other than yourself, getting something that they don’t deserve?”

So how would you feel if you were Henry?  Would you be angry that others were getting paid the same as you for working a shorter period of time? I would probably be angry or at least disappointed.  I have a problem when people get things that I don’t get—even if they’re not things I especially wanted.  Let me tell you a story about shopping with my mom:


It was a few years ago and I had taken her to Sears, the only place she has a credit card.  I can’t remember why we were there originally; but we were walking through the men’s department when she said she’d like to get a few things for my husband, Neil.  Now this was very unexpected—even after 30 years, my mom is not overly fond of my husband—and it wasn’t his birthday or Christmas. But, for some reason she was thinking of him and got him some socks and underwear and a new sport coat.  I was very happy, very impressed and somewhat mystified.

In the car going home I thanked her profusely, and all would have been well if she just hadn’t added, “Well, after all, I recently gave your brother some money for a project and I need to spend some on you and your family to even the score.”

A little voice in my head said, “Don’t ask—you don’t need to know what she did for Bill--just don’t go there.” But of course I did. A few miles down the road, against my better judgment, I heard myself ask, “So what project did you help Bill with?”

“Oh, I sent him money for a new deck,” she said, matter-of-factly.

“A New DECK!” I thought to myself as I gripped the steering wheel tightly.  Suddenly, those socks and underwear, even that new sport coat, wasn’t looking so good.  I wasn’t getting a new deck, in fact I didn’t even have an old deck!

My happiness in her generosity to my husband began to evaporate as I saw it shrink in comparison to what she had done for Bill. 

Eventually, God brought this parable to my mind.  I saw my mother as the wealthy landowner and myself as the laborer who worked long and hard taking care of my mother every week.  I saw my brother as the worker hired at the last hour—about the same amount of time, I think, he comes home to visit each year.

And I thought, you know, it’s not fair.  It’s never been fair and it’s never going to be fair.  I have to look at things with my mom like God looks at us.  I have to look at her gift to us as her way of giving us, in love, what she thought we needed and her gift to Bill as also given in love to meet his needs.  The fact that our needs were different was nobody’s fault.


And in fact, whom among us as a parent has the wisdom to always be fair to all of our children in every situation?  Is fair even possible?


In our house we had the Delaware-or-nowhere rule.  I worked at UD for 15 years and every time I had a bad day I had to sing the tuition remission hymn in my head.  It goes to the tune of Hallelujah Chorus: “Free tuition, Free tuition…”   I had to remember that my boys were going to get to go to college and all it would cost me was room and board. 


Of course by the time they were high school juniors neither of them wanted to go to UD.  By then, my husband was working there too and it was just too much.  “My parents are both there and why would I want to go to a college across the street from my high school?” each asked in turn.


So our oldest son played by the rules.  He knew if he didn’t go to UD he would have to find a full scholarship somewhere else and that’s just what he did.


But then there was our younger son. My husband used to say that he would be  lucky to get a partial scholarship to Forrest Gump Community College. But that son’s life was touched by tragedy in his junior year of high school and it was obvious to us that he needed to get out of Dodge.  So, we changed the rules.  We took out loans, he took out loans and he is now a dean’s list student at a college in North Carolina. I know that God was working in this situation and that it has been the best thing possible for our younger son.  But what about our older one?


I asked him one time if he resented the fact that we were paying a whole lot more for his brother to go to college, and I have to say my heart sang when he replied,  “Mom, I love my brother.  I want him to be able to go to school where he wants to.” My son knew it wasn’t fair and he decided to extend grace. 


There is a fable about a boy who lived with his father in a valley at the base of a large dam.  Every day the father would go to work on the mountain behind their house and return with a wheelbarrow full of dirt.  Every day the father would tell the boy to pour the dirt into some sacks and stack them in front of the house. The boy would obey but he also complained.  He was tired of dirt.  He was tired of bags.  Other fathers gave their sons toys and games.  All he got was dirt..  “It’s not fair,” he said to his father.  They get to play; all I get is dirt.”


The father would smile and say, “Trust me son.  I am doing what is best.” It was hard for the boy to trust and harder for him to fill those bags every day but he kept at it.


Then one day as the boy was working, the sky turned black thunder cracked and the clouds burst open.  The rain came down so fast and furious that the boy and his father could barely see each other as they continued stacking bags of dirt. 


Suddenly they heard a mighty crash.  The water of the river poured through the dam and toward the little village.  The current was sweeping away everything in its path, but the dike of dirt gave the father and son the time they needed.


“Hurry son,” the father said, “Follow me.”


They ran to the side of the mountain behind their house and into a tunnel.  In a matter of moments they exited on the other side and scampered up the hill where they came to a new cottage.


“We’ll be safe here,” the father said the boy.


Only then did the son realize what the father had done.  He had burrowed an exit.  Rather than give him what he wanted; the father gave the boy what he needed.  He gave him a safe passage and a safe place. 


And hasn’t our father done the same? A strong wall of grace to protect us, A sure exit that delivers us to a new home.  Of whom can we be envious?  Who needs more than that?


Friends, as I saw working in the hospital this summer, when that final storm comes for all of us and we are safe in our father’s house, I suspect we won’t be thinking about what we didn’t get.  We’ll be stunned at what we do receive.  We won’t care if things before didn’t seem fair; we’ll be astounded by God’s grace.  Amen. 

