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TEXT: Matthew 20: 1-18

For the realm of heaven is like a landowner who went out
early in the morning to hire laborers for thé vinevard. After
agreeing with the laborers for a denarius, the usual daily wage,
the landowner sent them into the vineyard. And going out about
the third hour the landowner saw others standing idle in the
marketplace, and said to them, "You alsoc go into the vineyard,
and 1 will pay you whatever is right.” So they went. Going out
again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour, the landowner did
the same. And about the eleventh hour the landowner went out and
found others standing around and said to them, "Why do you stand
here idle all day?"” They answered, "Because no one has hired
us.” The landowner said to them, "You also go into the
vineyard."” '

And when evening came the owner of the vineyard said to the
steward, "Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning
with the last and then going to the first.” When those
hired about five o’'clock came, each of them received a denarius.
Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more;
but each of them also received a denarius. And when they
received it, they grumbled against the landowner, saying, "These
last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who
have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.” But
the landowner replied to one of them, "Friend, I am doing you no
wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? Take
what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the
same as I give to you. Am I not allowed to do what 1 choose with
what belongs to me? Or is your eye evil because I am genercus?!

How do we live in community when we are not treated equally?
How do we treat one another when God does not follow the rules?

How do we live so that difference does not divide?

I have worried about this passage for weeks. The point
se2ens too obviocus. The grace of God is no respecter of persons.
If is not dependent on how much we work, or when we wefe hired,
or where we stood in the line. It does not depend on whether we
are part of the Mayflbwer'crowd or the people on the migrant

worker’s bus, laboring from Florida to Maine and back each year




fé pick fruits and vegetables for the rest of us to eat. God's
graée does not depénd on the color of our skin or our sexuality
or our physical abilities. 0Of course. I've heard that talké all
my life.

I have also struggled with this péfable because the
image of God as the great capitalist landowner iﬁ the sky, hiring
each of us individually, and dealing with us in an arbitrary
fashion, is not an image which I find liberating, nor does it
promote sclidarity among the individuals and peoples of the
earth.

But at an even deeper level, the parable offends because it
addresses the way 1 interpret the world, the way we all develop
expectations of our place in the world. It undermines all the
rules of fairness and equify 1 bave learned in this society, as
wall as the rights and privileges I have taken for granted, it
requires arreetoration of each person to a place of standing |
within the community, and reminds me that my expectations of

Justice must be built on that foundation.

If I were %o place myself in the story in a world made up of
men and women, straight and gay, temporarily able-bodied and
disabled, peoples of color, third world péoples and European
peoples, the eﬁployed, the unemployed and the underem?loyed, I
Qoﬁld be one of those hired between the third and the sixth
hdﬁrs. A3 a white North American woman, who by background,
education and profession is a member of the middle atrata; 1
stand fairly near tbe front of the line, but not in front of the

white men. I'm not among those who have borne the privilege of
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immediate employment, nor the full burden of the day, although
i've had a share of the scorching heat.

If, however, I change the universe of those waiting to be
hired for dally or hourly wages, and make it the universe of

women, then I move up to the head of the line. As a white UCC

seminary professor who owns her own home, I rank at the front of
the line, smack dab in the middle of those who turn God's
pronmises into our own privileges and God's commandments into the
instruments of self-sanctification. As iong as 1 dress
appropriately,;and speak in‘the correct manner, I can pass as an
acceptable person who maintains the established order, and my
place at the head of the line is assured.

Then again, if I look at myself as a survivor of séxual
abuse, I move to another place in the hiring progression. I'm
down‘there with the ninth, or perhaps even with the eleventh hour
people, those who, because of violence and oppression are
among the last to learn how to play, to laugh, to experience
chi 1dhood’ s wonder. “-a tvca V2 ‘4'7{”‘"’ JM&?”/W/K/&' Wﬂ&a&&&‘

How I see myself in the line, how I experlience my social
location, as first or second, or last, largely determines how I
respond to this parable.

For éxample, when I see high échuol énd college women
piaying competitive sports in school athletic programs, 1 am
delighted for thém, and rejoice with them in their strength and
skiil and grace, I am élso ﬁore than a little. jealous, becéuee I
went to midwestern public schools in the 40s and 50s when women's

rules meant only half-court basketball.
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"We had no competitive teams then, except swimming, golf and
tennis, all of which were individual sports, played at best on an
intramural level. My generation was told that we shouldn’t
etrain ourselves because we would have trouble with childbearing.
At the same time my sisters were straining against the hoe and
the pinch and the knife as farm workers. We were told we
shouldn’t bounce our breasts a;ound nor engage in any sort of
contact sport because we might get cancer, while my sisters were
living on garbage dumps in Cairo.

And also aé the same time, one of my friends, Susan Maloney,
who woﬁld have made-% perfect center even in these days of six
foot tall women, had 7 inches of bone sliced out of bqth her
legs. Her mother was worried that she would be too tall to find

a husband, and the doctors recommended surgery.

When the Maine womén’s basketball team made it to the
Fational Invitational Tournament by defeating BU,.they recaived
not just one, but what seemed to me to be two denarii for their
labor, and they had not borne the burden of the day. For in that

hour I remembered Susan Maloney, and my eye was evil.

In the story, everyone receives the same Pay, no matter how
long or hard their labor. When that happens, our understanding
of justice is challenged. Ve want good precepts and sensible
progfams, but the logic of our ethics is broken by the mystery of
God. VWhen the grace.of GD& breaks the web Df oppression and
makes justice, when the marginalized are restored.to a pléce,of

standing within the community, then new possibilities for both




division and solildarity are created.

The workers were divided before the story began. A surplus
labor market forced them into competition with one another, and
the landowner tock advantage of their position. Some of those
gathered in the marketplace, perhaps the more able bodied, or
those who had bribed their way, or those by right of birth, local
histéry or the suppression of others, were entitled to be at the
front of the line, They were hired for a full day’'s labor, and
given a fair wage.

As a white Christian woman, I expected to be accepted at
college if my ggédes were good enough, even in my day. It was
not until I read the alumnae magazine two years ago that I
realized we had a quota system for Jewish wowmen in the 60's. I
did know, énd notice, how few black women were in my class, but I
didn’ ¢ guestion the absence cf"Hispanic.or Chicana or native
women,

Others in the story were accustomed to being marginai. THey
knew the oppressive system in which they lived. They knew that
some were day laborers, and some were hired only by the hour. So
they stayed around, waiting to see if they could make a few
pennies at an hourly rate. And they were hired at the third and -
the,siﬁth énd the ninth hours, with no specific promise as to the
wage, simply that they would be given whatever was right.

Then there were those eleventh hour people, who had been
standing idie 2ll day. Waiting and watching as others were
hired;.as others went off to earn money to put food on the'table

and pay the rent and buy clothing for .their children. "No one




has hired us,” they said. It is not that we are unwilling to
work. We have beeﬁ waiting, hoping, and yes, expecting to be
hired, or else we would‘ﬁave gone home,

The treatment of those people challenges not simply our
stinginess, but our ways of seeing and interpreting the world.
Their treatment moves us into the rule of God, where the
certainties of our ethical principles and moral systems are
shattered. The realm of God makes clear the web of oppression,
and requires a redress of imbalance, resistance to radical evil,
the creating Df commDna1ity, of community. Solidarity, in the
realm of Ged," means living genuinely as equals, not retaining a
position of privilege at the head.of the line.

Those eleventh hour péople.did not receive what they had
earned. Rather, they received compensation for the injustice
with which they and their ancestors had lived through all the
heat of many days. They are the ones who received justice, while
those hired first, and perhaps even at the third hour, were
challenged to look again at their relative privilege, their
social location, and the wéys in which they oppressed others.

As I look at the Méine basketball team, I know they are
receiving grace, as Well.as Qhat they have earned. They are
the recipients of compensation for oppression, for inﬁustice.
People in my generation, who worked so hard to accomplish
justice for ourselves and for those who have come after us, do
not receive the compensation, except as we stand in solidarity
with those women in the new community. And while we stand with
one another in the new community of God, sometimes called the

church, we must acknowledge that our eyes g#é may at times be
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evil.

Those who were first in line at the beginningJof the story
were now the last to receive payment for their work. They stood
and watched while the others received their pay, and were at
first amazed at what the landowner's generosity promised for
them. Then they grumbled because the way they had developed
expectations for their place in the world was swept away from
beneath their feet.

"These last worked only one hour,” they said, "and you have
made them equai to us, who have borne the burdeﬁ of the day."
You have made them equal to us. You have changed the rules,
swept ground out from under where we stand. You have taken our
differences, our divisions; and washed them away.. You have
created a new community, in which eveyone has a place of
standing. You are redressing imbalance, breakiﬁg oppressive

structures, creating justice, You have made them equal to us.

This parable, while it acknowledges divisions and creates
hostilities, also establishes a new basis for community. it is
community-constructed cn grace, in which the playing field is
leveled, and the rough places are made plane. Where conmpensation
is made for the inequities which had gone before. It is a
community centered not in what we have earned, nor in the rights
and privileges any of us have inherited. Rather, it is a

community based in the unsettling justice of God.

- How we hear the parable depends to a very great extent on

where we enter it, If I enter it from the Passamaquoddy Indlan




reservation‘in Princeton, Maine, I will experience that dav’'s
wage very differently than if I enter from Beacon Hill, or
Stamford, Connecticut. if I have watched my son bounce from one
foster home to another, because the state refuses to give him an

appropriate therapeutic placement, I will receive grace as

i3
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Justice wvery differently than 1f my son has moved smonthly
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through high school to MIT and a job on 128.

This parable acknowledges both the differences and the
divisions between people, and firmly declares thét'in the rule of
God, injustice. and oppression is rectified, that indeed there
shall be no?mourning nor crying nor pain any more in all of God's
holy mountain,

So, how do we build community in a world of differences
which are oppressive? In a world where those of us who work to
be sure that no one must wait until the eleventh hour both
rejoice in and resent fthe generosity we help to create?

By recognizing that it is not generosity, it is justice,
that in the realm of God, grace makes us equal. And now we are
returned full circle, back around to where we started. Because
the.parable is about the rule of God, about what the world is and
will be like wheﬁ jJustice and mercy and peace are thé principles
upon which we stand. When bread and roses are part of everyone's
life, not simply those few who, by whatever means, managed to be
first in line. |

Blessed Be,
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I have not known Esther very well and I am quite pleased to make her acquaintance
for this event.

-According to a certain perspective, she was one of those women who have it made --
and she had it made in the time-honored ways that women have made it over the
centuries.

She was very beautiful, beautiful enough to catch the king's eye and apparently
very good in bed, because she became the king's favorite -- and eventually the
queen.

I should note in passing that she replaced a queen who had refused the king's
command to display herself before his courtiers like some kind of object to be
admired. That took some kind of courage.

So Esther found herself living very well in the king's palace, with servants of
her own, one of the king's favorites -- and I suppose we can assume jewels and
bangles and rich purple robes and banquets and musicians and courtiers and dancing
girls. '

The images of a dozen 0ld Testament movies rise up before my mind's eye.

Whatever -~ Esther was doing very well for herself for an orphaned Jewish girl in
exile in Persia, except that she neglected to tell the king -- or anyone else
that she was Jewish. This was her secret, suggested by her uncle Mordecai -- that
she had been raised by him after her parents died -- that she was one of the

people of Israel, now living in diaspora in Persiz.

She was doing very well, indeed, until the day that Mordecai's enemy, Haman,
pexrsuaded the king to send out the orders to kill all the Jews in Persia on a
single day. A holocaust, if you will, in 500 B.C. And very abruptly into the
midst of Esther's comfortable, relatively secure world comes the necessity to
choogse —- to claim who she is, where she belongs and what she is going te do about
it.

Now the commentaries tell me that this is a secular book, that God is not mentioned
at a&ll in it. I live in a secular world -- a secular church, toco —- and what I
know about that world i1s that God is in it, even though God is unnamed and God
works what God will, using whatevef_ﬁessengers and actors are available. God

isn't even too fussy aboiitt who those messengers and actors are so long as they

are willing!

$o in this story it is Mordecai, the one who has raised Esther to womanhood who
is God's messenger, who doesn't give up easily. He urges Esther to beg the king
for mercy for hex people.

She hesitates =- for to go before the king without his invitation is to risk
death ~- not to mention everything else -- and he hasn't invited her for a month;
and she's not sure she wants to risk her life or her comfortable situation.
Mordecai reminds her that she, too, is a Jew. Her life is alxeady at risk,
because her special status does not necessarily mean special protection. If all
the Jews are killed, she will be. among them.
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Then comes that wonderful question --
"Who knows but that you have come to this royal position for such a time as
this?" ‘

. If T had. any doubts before, I know that is God talking, for God does, indeed,

call us to specific times and places for specific tasks. And Esther knows it,
too, I suspect -- that it is God who calls her to do what she must do to save

her people. '

She knows the possible cost. She chooses to stand with her people regardless of
the risk, because she belongs with them. 8he 1s ready to use the power she has in
their behalf.

"Who knows but that you have come to this royal position for such a time as this?"
Indeed, yves, God does put usg where he wants us when he needs us! That moment of
cholce comes to all of us, the moment when we must decide who we are and.where we
stand and what we are-going to do about it.

Now, I greatly admire -- and maybe there is some envy in it, too -- people who can
decide and then act. I have a daughter like that. She makes up her mind and sets
about deing it -- just 1like that, swiftly, directly. If she has second thoughts

- she never mentions them. And I marvel that I gave birth to and raised this
wonderful creature, because that is not my way at all.

Like Esther, I must sit and weigh the options, lock at the possibilities and out-
comes before I can decide.

There are different styles of choosing and deciding in this world. Mordecai was
sure of what Esther should do. Esther was not so sure. She had to think about
it -- decide the risks, and in a real sense claim her power, before she could
agree to act in behalf of her people.

For Esther the choice to act in behalf of her people was relatively clear. She
had a ready answer to the question -- who are my people?

For some of us, the answer to that question is not so clear at all. Who-are my
people? With whom do I want to be identified? For whom am I willing to risk
everything? L

Once I was the wife of a'rising young executive' and part of the corporate world
and I looked at that world and its values and deeds of expleoitation of workers and
resources and knew these were not my people and chose to walk away from it.

For a time I was a lonely divorced woman and I looked into the world of the
swinging singles with its bars and booze and computer match-making and one-night
stands. I knew these were not my people, either.

Indeed, I still cannot be sure who are my people. Part of my spiritual journey
has been to discover where I belong. As a white middle~class woman I have found
‘many worlds which I cannot enter, experiences that I cannot share -- people who
are not my people.

Perhaps it is like that for some of you, with your choosing beginning with the
question -- who are my people?




Esther 4
Page 3. Shirley S. Hoover

Perhaps our people are those with whom God places us when God has a task for us
to do. '

Perhaps our people are those who need us at any given moment in history, as the
Jews of Persis needed Esther. . ‘

And our éhoices, our decisions are limited to whether we will act in behalf of
this particular people where God has brought us or not. Our choice, dur decisiocn
really is to act in behalf.of life or not.: ) ’

That ultimately was Esther's. decisicn, .too, in this moment anyway. That is.always
the choice with which God confronts us.
'I have selt before you life and death, blessings and curses,' God says.
'Now choose life that you and your children may live and that you may love
the Loxd your God, listen to God's voice and hold fast to God.'

"Now choose_life,'.GQd demands and moves us to thoge times and places where we
must. Thus did Mother Teresa leave her comfortable life in Italy and come to
the people of the streets of Calcutta.

Thus do the mothers of the disappeared ones come to the city and village sdquares
of Argentina.

Thus did four American women die in the jungles, their lives sacrificed for the
peasants of El Salvador.

Thus do the women of England leave comfortable homes and lives and come to Green-
ham Common te stand against weapons that Can destroy the planet.

Young Kim returns to Korea giving up c;tlzenshlp to act, to do ministry for
oppressed women.

'"Now choose life,' God demands and moves us to those times and places where we
must.

And amazingly, whether haltingly or firmly, sure of where we belong or not --
hesitating, uncertain -- those ancient words echo in our hearts and we decide,
we act, we do what God would have us do —-- most of the time.

We choose life -~

for that is how God has made us —-—

and we are God's people!
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"The Hafvest of Discontent” (Mt. 20: 1-16)
L‘j.

The Parable Jesus told apout_the Workers in.the Vineyard,
at first aﬁpears to.be a labor vS. management dispute. The
standard labor practices under Roman law required the last
employee hired for the day should be paid a full day's wages.
However, this law was not in force in Palestine, in Jesus' day.
.When harvest time came. around, extra hired hands were needed to.
get the harvest in, before bad weather could ruin them. The
owner of-the vineyard_had a sense of urgency about having
enough employees to get the harvest in, and the job completed.
We are not told Whether the owner had finished hérvesting for
the season, or if he needed to hire workers for many more days
to come. We only know that'the owner was ready to settle the
account for the work that had been completed_fdr the day..

He was obviously'prgsegt when the labourers were paid. The
labourers were hired and received what they needed for them-
selves and their families. There was nothing wrong with their
receiving a denarius for a day's work. One denarius was the-
equivalent.of 20 éents, and in a Roman economy, nearly two
thousand years ago, that was a just wage. |

When you compare that wage with what the factoty girls,
and I mean young children, who began working at age eight or
ten in the textile mills in Lowell, Massachusetts, earned is
appalliﬁg. They worked twelve to fourteen hours every day, six
days a week, and ohly received three dollars all week. The
young girls_working in the sweat shops, at the height of the
textile manufac;uring, in the late eighteen hundreds, in New

England, earned the‘equivalent of three and a half cents an
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hour, or fifty cents a day for all of their&éfforts. That is
only thirty'centé'more; é'day,”than'the laborers in'theuﬁinefard
earned during Jesus' time.’ | |

All the workersirécéived‘the same amount;'no'matter'théJPI
length of time they worked; but the:ones who had beeh Wbrkiﬁg
very.éarly in the day, tﬁrbﬁgh out the whole day, angrily
complained'to the owner thét they'were’nbt being't:éated.
fairly. From their viewpoint it Was'unjust; to receive eQual'
pay for unequal work. But, I bélieve there was more & stake
here than the issue of the wages. It had to do with.the
resentment, and even jealousy towards those Wérkeré Wholwefé
hired last by the vinéyard owner. The ones.who had been there
longer had not been treated poorly. Their work had.hot put o
them at risk. It wasn't dangeroﬁs'ﬁbfk. So Why-all the
grumbling and complaining? The“expéctatidns ﬁefé:thé'samé'for
all the workers, no matter the'length of timé théy had been
in the vineyard. ) | . |

Let us assumeé that working in the vineyard.is anélogous
to being in the ordained ministry. There have been sémé'for'
whom the ordained ministry has always been'opén. For neéfly
nineteen hundred years, any malé; mostly ﬁhite, could with
discipline and training, attain ministerial leadership in'thé'
church. There he enjoyed the privilege of beiﬁg ablé to work
in the vineyard. "He set the'rulés,'és”tb what work vas t0'be 
done, and how one was to go about doing it. Eventually, thé.
tasks were expanded and more labourers were needed tb.accomodapé'
all the demands of the vineYard.‘ Those who worked in the viné;

yard were committed, dedicated, loyal, and’ faithful. What's
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more they enqued the satisfying and producﬁi;é-results of their
labors. The effort éach worker gave did not’ go unnoticed by the
landowner. But it troubled the landowner, when he heard the
laborers boasting about how specialized.and unique they alone
had become at harvesting the grapes. - They developed and elitist
attitude which had flawed their thinking. They saw themselves
as superiof to anyone else who followed them. It was the
workers themselves whoihad created the working standards for .
those who followed, not the owner! And because they made the
rules,:anyoné who came later and challenged the system would
be_unfairly criticized for her or his work. All who followed
later and worked side by side with the others,.were a1ways

being unfairly compared with those who had been there the
lqngest,. There always seemed to be a biting word of criticism -
and a judgemental tone from the old guard towards the newcomer.
It was discouraging to the newcomer not to be accepted fully. .
by thésg who had been long-time members. They felt challenged
at every turn. Isn't that the way it is.in,ﬁur churches today?
The long-time members always want new people to come-into the: -
chﬁrch, and help_share-the load'of responsibility. They want
the new members to become involved in_the.life.of the church.

It is hoped they will teach Sunday School, work on a church.
committee, and volunteer to_fix‘up the church.....as long as it -
is done in the same old way. . Doing things differently, or
changing the way things get done.in the church is always threat-
ening to the long-time church members, isn't if? Gdd.help the.
new person who suggests a better, or different way of doing a

certain job. For undoubtedly the reply will be, "We've never
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done it that way before." =~ = AR

I can identify‘with'thOSe workers who cam later. As a
woman pastor, who has only been in the ministry nine years, I
have felt the criticism of other pastors. I have'felt‘that_‘
the rules of what, and how to do parish ministry has already
been determined by the previous generations of my predeceséors.
Their way became the work standard for those who would follow.
A sixty hour work week became the model, and it was understood
that to be successful minister, one was to put your church
first, your family second, and yourself last. To be really
effective was to work long hours, at'tryiﬁg td resolve conflicts
both within the church and throughout the world. 'fhat‘kind of
intense level of work creates a lot of stress. I know ministers,
meh and women who pay a high price for that kind of work demand.
They are having trouble With‘their marriages, because ther is’
no quality time for their spouse. It means that thHey are
absent most of the time as a parent to their children. Any
many are having seribusihealth problems, Such_as high blood
pressure, heart disease and cancer. Stress is connected with
our immune system.' Medical reports now tell us that the higheru
the level of stress, the lower our immune system becomes. If
our body's immune system is lowered, we are at:highef fisk'fdf 
illness and disease. I want you to understand that we all have
stress in our lives. But, it is how you and I handlé stréss'
that is important. If you do not, or cahnot3IOWer.the streés
in your life you are putting yourself at risk, not only physi-

cally but mentally.
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~++. I know, I.am one of those people_whO'dgﬁéloped cancer, and
after my surgery, I began to examine éverything'in'mf life that
may have contributed to this life-threatening disease.. I became
involved in a cancer  support group at the New England'Deaconesé
Hospital. Tt was through the Behavioral Medicine section that
bfought doctors, nurses, therapists, social workers,.psychologists,
"and chéplains together in this cancer support grﬁup; It was a
wholistic approach of body, mind and soul. I learned that all
three must work in concert to be totally healthy.  When one was’
out of alignment, it affects the other two. It was a wonderful
éffirming'experiénce and I learned how to be in control of my
body and mind. I remember one of the things that the intake
doctor asked me to examihe, were the events in'my life prior’
to developing cancer. I told her the year before that my
husband had moved to a new church. - I had remained in my church,
and we were living in two separate‘parsdﬁages;' We commuted
over sixty miles, on day a week, trying to get together, to
pay the bills, do the laundry, and the shopping for two households.
The other six days I threw myself into my work. Forgetting to
eat three -meals a day, and feeling.overwhelmed by the rugged
schedule we both kept, all in the name of the church! I felt
exhausted, and run down most of the time. - But I felt driven
to keep-everythiﬁg under control in my ministry and my mérriage.

When I explained to the doctor all that I had been doing

the previous year,.she'just shook her head, and said: "Well you
know success can kill you!"
I have often though about that, and I decided that there

can and_should be other models of ministry. I do not believe
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that God called us to be workaholics. . Godléélled us tO'be'féith—
ful, not successful;v And for me that faithfulness is as much

for myself, as it is for my ministy. I know that the United
Church of Christ, and the Roman Catholic churches, are taking
burn-out of their ministers seriously. They are also exploring
other work models of ministry, other than the minimum of a'.
sixty hour work week. |

What is frustrating for me, is when I, or my other colle-
agues in the United Methodist ministry raise that issue, we
are told that, that is what it takes to be part of the "covenant
community”. And if we don't conform to those demands,  then we
are not living up to our commitment as ministers. I feel
their response is a kind of judgement, upon those of us who
want to challenge that kind of unhealthy work pattern.

What I need, and we need, both-as long-time laborers and
new-comers in the vineyard is a word of grace from the landowner
directly. The surprise came when the landowner in " this  Parable,
paid all the workers the same exact wage! Yet it troubles us
that God is so generous to all the labourers. The word of
hope for me is that God's expectations do not'correspond with
the labourers expectations. Human expectations of works
righteousness are in sharp contﬁast;with God's generous reward;

" not on the basis of works, but upon heeding the call in the
first place! And being willing to work in: the vineyard!

To me, this is an expression of God's goodness. God is free to
set the rewvards, whatever way God wants.to.

One of the commentaries on-thiS'teXt; said "that this

Parable was a warning to Jesus' Disciples.’ It was éS’if'Jesus'
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said to them, "You have received the great ﬂfivilege of coming
into the Christian éhurch and fellowship very early, buf don't
expect any favors or preferential treatment." All persons no

matter when they heed the call to cbme,_are equally precious

to God."

It is a warning to me also, as a White, middle class and
heterosexual, and part of the privilege class; to call into
question those who are not permitted by the workers to come into
the vineyard at all.

We are all well aware of those workers who are left out
altogether, because they are gay, or because of their rﬁce.
Will we continue to send those willing workers a harsh message,
that théir services are not needed here in the church when
there is still so much harvesting to be done? Will the church
ever learn from its past mistakes, that it is God who owns-the.
vineyard and not the labourers? |

Will we continue to be_envious of those who follow us
with new and better methods ofmodeling ministry, rather than
our own, old standard methods? One Thing we can be sﬁre of

is God's continuing surprising generosity to all the workers!

..... .. JAmen.




"Fovr Sucrh a Time as This" ) Scripture: Esther &
Rev, Sandi Rehe )

How many of you know the story contained in the book of
Esther? It is never assigned as one of the lectionary readings,
sp churches which follow the Common Lectionary will never have

heard portions of Esther read during worship. It reads like a
novel, or perhaps one might better call it a novella, as it isn't
terribly long. According to scholars, it is a fictional account

set in the reign of Xerxes I, King of Persia from 486 teo 465
B.C.E.

Our assigned text for today is the fourth chapter of Esther
but, in order to understand the significance of Esther’'s action
in the assigrned reading, we veally need to know the whole story.
So let me begin at the beginning.

In the third year of his reign, King Xerxes threw a party.

It was quite an affair. He invited all the princes and nobles,
all the pfficials and military leaders of all the provinces under
his rule, all 127 of them. The celebration lasted six months
while the king displayed the vast wealth and splendor of his
kingdam. Then he threw ancther party, this time inviting all the
people, well, really only the men, in the capital city of Susa.
This celebration only lasted a week, but still the king went all
out on lavish decorations and food and drink. And, at the same
time, GQueen Vashti, gave a party for all the women in another
part of the palace.

On the last day of this second celebration, King Xerxes, who
was feeling no pain, sent for Gueen Vashtl so he could shaw her
off to all the men. And she refused to come to him. Well, the
king was not accostomed to being refused anything, and he was
furious. It was his custom to ask for expert opinion on
questions of law and order so he spoke with the highest princes
aof the kingdom, wise men whe understood the times. "Bccording to
the law,” he asked, "what should be done with GQueen Vashti, since
she has refused to chey my command?" One of them answered, "The
queen has insulted not only the king, but all the officials and
citizens of the empire. When the women hear of this, every woman
will loek with contempt upon her husband, and will refuse to obey
Mim. We advise that vou issue a royal decree and make it law in
all the provinges, that Vashtli never agsin enter your presence
and that you replace her with a better woman. Then when your
edict is proclaimed, all the women will respect their husbands.
And sp the decree was sent to every province, that every husband
should be lord in his own home and should speak with final
authority.

iLater on, the king's anger cooled, but he kept thinking about
what had happened, so his aides suggested that a search be made
for besutiful young virgins who would be brought to the harem at
the palace. After receiving beauty treatments, each would be
brought to ‘the king and the one who pleased him most would be
made gqueen.

Mow, there was in the capital city of Susa a Jew named
Mordecai who had been brought from Jerusalem as a captive.




Mordecai had a cousin named Esther. She was an orpban and
Mordecal had adopted her as his own daughter. Esther was very
beautiful and so she was among those chosen to be taken to the
palace. No one knew that Esther was a Jew because Mordecal had
forbidden her to reveal her nationality. All the girls were
given beauty treatments and then were taken to the king. One by
one, they went in te him in the evening, and in the morning they
returned to a second harem, that of the king's concubines. They
would never see the king =again unless he was impressed enough to
ask for them by name. King Xerxes preferred Esther over all the
others. Bhe won his favor and affection and he crowned her gueen
in place of Vashti and gave a great bangquet in her honor.,

Mearnwhile, Mordecai had been appointed to an administrative
position. Later, King Xerxes promoted a man named Haman to the
position af Prime Minister. Haman was descended from the
Amalekites, people who traditionally were enemies of the
Israelites. When the king ordered everyone to show respect for
the new Prime Minister by kneeling and bowing to him, Mordecai
didn't do 1it. The other officials asked why, and urged him to
obey, but Mordecai responded that he could not bow down to Haman
because he was a Jew. Haman was furious and decided to destroy
Mordecai and all his people throughout the entire kingdom. Lots
wereg cast to decide the day and month and then Haman went to the
king and said, "There is a certain race of people scattered
throughout your empire who refuse to be assimilated. They
ohserve their own customs and do not obey the laws of the empire.
It is not to your advantage to tolerate them." And he asked for
a decree that all the Jews be destroved. King Xerxes gave Haman
his official ving and allowed him to dictate the decree azs he
wished. And so the decree went ocut to all the provinces that on
a given day all Jews, young and old, women and children, were to
be annihilated and their belongings confiscated.

NMow listen to the reading of Chapter 4 of the bpook of Esther,

"When Mordecal learned of all that had been done, he tore his
clothes, put on sackcloth and .ashezs, and went ocut into the city,
watling loudly and bitterly. But he went only as far as the
king's gate, because no one clothed in sackcloth was allowed to

enter it. In every province to which the edict and order of the
king came, there was great mourning among the Jews, with fasting,
weeping and walling. Many lay in sackcloth and ashes.

When Esther's mailds and eunuchs came and told her about
Mordecai, she was in great distress. She sent clothes for him to
put on instead of his sackcloih, but he would not accept them.
Then Esther summoned Hathach, one of the king’s eunuchs assigned
to attend her, and ordered him to find out what was troubling
Mordecal and why.

S0 Hathach went out to Mordecail in the open sguare of the
city in front of the king's gate. Mordecai told him evervthing
that had happened to him, including the exact amount of money
Haman had promised to pay into the roval treasury for the
destruction of the Jews. He also gave him a copy of the text of




the edict for their amnihilation, which had been published in
Susa, to show to Esther and explain it to her, and he told him ta
urge her to go into the king’'s presence to beg fTor mercy and
plead with him for her people.

Hathach went back and reported to Esther what Mordecai had
said. Then she instructed him to say to Mordecai, "All the
king's officisls and the people of the roval provinces know that
for any man or woman who appoaches the king in the immer court
without being summoned the king has but one law: that he be put
to death. The only exception to this is for the king to extend
the gold scepter to him and spare his life. But thirty days have
passed since I was called to go to the king."

When Esther's words were reported to Mordecai, he sent back
this answer: "Do not think that becsuse you are in the king's
house vou alone of all the Jews will escape. For if you remain
silent at this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will
arise from another placeée, but you and your father’'s family will
perish. And who knows but that vou have come to royal position
for such a time as this?"

Then Esther sent this reply to Mordecal: "Go, gather together
all the Jews who are in Susa, and fast for me. Do not eat or
drink for three days, night or day. I and my malids will fast as
vou do. When this is done, I will go to the king, even though it
is against the law. And if I perish, I perish."

So Mordecai went away snd carried out all of Esther's
instructions."

At an event entitled "Honoring Difference” this is a most
appropriate texit for it tells of a time when difference was not
honored. It was not even tolerated. When a ruler congquered
another kingdom, the usual procedure was to deport the
inhabitants to distant areas of his kingdom, separating and
scattering them. Then he would import foreigners from the other
areas to settle in the conquered land. The goal was assimilation
and it apparently worked most of the time. But the Jews were a
gtubborn people. Even though scattered throughout the empire
they coantinued toc observe theilr own customs. And at times they
would insist that the law of the empire was in conflict with the
lJaw of God and could not be obeved.

It i= a most appropriate text at an event where we have
discussed the radical evil which exists where people are
oppressed for it tells of a time of oppression. In that time and
place all the power was in the hands of one man, the king,
although at times he allowed others to exercise it in his name.
The Jews, as a group, had no power but neither did any other

group of people. Jews were no worse off than anyorne else — as
long as they conformed. It was only when they drew attention to
themselves that they got into trouble.

With women it was a different matter. At an event focusing

orn women this 1s also an appropriate text for tt tells of a time
when women were treated as possessions, where each man, although
he was powerless elsewhere, was by law given authority over his
wife. He was lord in his own house.




And in this time of oppression, & woman named Esther found
herself in a positiocon of influence. It was a time of crisis for
her people. They were threatened with amnihilation and her
uncle, wham she loved, was asking her to risk her position, and
perhaps her very life, to try to save them. Was the risk Esther
faced real? You bet it was! Remember what happened to Vashtil
Az long as the king was pleased with Esther she would be queen,
but if she crossed him, she could be replaced as quickly as
Vashti. What a dilemma. Do you wonder that she hesitated? I
suspect that every one of us has, at some time or other, been in
a2 position where we wanited to speak out in defense of another
person or group, where we knew it was the right thing to do, and
vet we hesitated ocut of fear, not wanting to call attention to
curselves, afrald that the oppressors would turn on us too.

I remember a day about twenty years asgo. We had just moved
from Ohio to Virginia and, on one of the very first Sundays in
our new church, I sat and cringed at the racially prejudiced
statements I heard in the adult Sunday school class I was
visiting. But I confess that I remained silent. I was afraid.
I feit I had rno influence with those people, and indeed T didn't.
Had I spoken, they probably would have rejected my words and
perhaps would have rejected me as well.

But I remember another day too. Several years later, when I
was vice-president and program chair—-person of the United
Methodist Women, I presented an Easter program to many of those
same people. 1 told them the story of Jesus' life, from his
birth to his death and resurrection, illustrated with slides from
the art of Africa, where every face was black. They got the
message, although not all of them liked it. 1 was able to speak
and my message was heard because I was then in a position of
influence.

Esther had no real power, but her position gave her a degree
of influence. 1 spesak today as a woman in a position of
influence and I speak to you as persons who are or will be in
positions of influence. I speak during a time of crisis for
numeyrocus people around the world. We have heard named agsin and
agailn during this conference the evils cof our time. There is
naneed to name them again. But, who knows but that we have come
to our position for such a time as this? We worship the God who
called us out of bondage in Egypt. We bear the name of the one
who came to preach good news to the poor and release to the
captives. Must we not alsec speak out ag=inst bondage and demand
release for captives. .

I have never been an activist. I had never, in my vounger
days, been a part of a demonstration of any kind but last year I
found myself on a bus headed for Washington D.C. to take a stand
for women's rights. I had done my part in the 70s to sducate
women about the abortion issue. I had no desire to spend two
rnights o a bus and the day between marching. I felt too ald for
that, but I felt that I had to go. I did not feel called to go
because I am for abortion; it is one of the evils ] deplore. I
see it as a Justice issue. If abortion is made illegal, it is
the poor women who will suffer. Rich women will buy the
abortions they want as they always have. But poor women will




once agaln be maimed and will die as they seek the abortions they
feel they must have. On that trip I wore a clerical collar. It
ig the only time I have worn ene. I had to borvow it as I don't
even own one. But, it was with the influernce of a clergy woman
that I marched in Washington. And it is from this position that
I will continue to speak for my pecople on this controversial
issue. '

Esther uwsed her position of influence to save her people and
I am suggesting that we must be willing to take the same risk for
our people. We have a different definition of kinship though.
811 who seek to do God's will are brothers and sisters to Christ
and s0 to us. Jesus said that whatever we do for the least of
his brothers and sisters, we do for him. Anyone who is
oppressed, whether an indiviuval or a group, anvone whose
well-being depends on the whim of the one or ones in power, all
these are our people.

I am not a lesbian but how can I remain silent on the issue
of ordination for homosexual persons when a dear friend, a deacon
in the United Methodist Church, must take a leave of absence as
he struggles to make a decision as to whether or not he can

ramain faithful to the vows the church reguires of him. His
gifts and graces for ministry are greater than mine and he is as
surely called by God to ministry as I am. But, to be in ministry

and to be faithful to his vows, he must be alone, without a
partrner, and this he does not belleve is Bod's will for him.

Yesterday during worshlip we 11t candles and lifted pravers of
splidarity. I am saving that we need to stand in solidarity with
cur brothers and sisters, whether they are women, or blacks, or
Asians, or Native Americans, or even Jews, in light of recent
anti—semitic acts. We need to speak out for the very voung, or
the very old, or those whose sexual preference differs fraom the
majority, or those who are differently—abled.

I think that it was Martin Luthur King Jr. who said that rnone
of us can breathe freely until all our people are free. As long
as we live in a world where power is concentrated in the hands of
a few, where 1t is possible, legally or illegally, for the
powerful to oppress the powerless, none of us can breathe freely.
"In Germany they fFirst came for the Communists, anc I didn't
apeak up because I wasn't a Communist. Then thevy came for the
Jews, and I didn't speak up because I wasn't a Jew. Then they
came for the trade unionists, and 1 didn't speak up because I
wasn't a trade uwnionist. Then they came for the Latholics, and 1
didn't speak up because I was a Protestant. Then they came for
me. ...

God still cslls us ocut of bondage. God still says to the
Pharaohs and the Xerxes of the world, "Let my people gol'" HWHe,
like Moses or Esther, must give voice to that cry. Who knows but
that we have come to our position for such a time as this? The
good news is that we don't stand alone. No matter how lonely it
feels, God is with us in the struggle for justice.

Let us pray; "God of grace and God of glory, pour cut your
poweyr on us, your people. BSave us from weak resignstion to the
evils we deplore. Grant us wisdom and grant us courage, We pray,
for the facing of this hour and the living of these days." Amen.




Virginia {(Sinny) Purvis-Smith
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Group I-B, Judges 11:29-40
March, 1990
Re—-Member ing Ourselves

This story makes me suspiciocus, not only suspicious; I'm
outragedf The plot is unbel ievable, as are the characters.

Jephthah bargains with God for a victory already guaranteed. An
innocent child is killed for no purpose and no one protests.

As a character, Jephthah is drawn on a flat surface, one-
dimensional., when we meet him e;rlier_in the chapter, he is
introduced as a mighty warvior, but the son of a harlot. His
father's legitimate sons kick him out of the country. He hooks up
with a band of worthless fellows and they spend their time going on
raids. But when the Ammonites threaten Israel, who do the
Israelites go to for help? Jephthah, an outlaw. Not only do they
solicit his help, they promise to give him the leadership of the
country, if he defeats the Ammonites. He says, sure.

Is this Jephthah?s call? We do not know, because we are not
told about God’s opinion. Hutlas sexon as Jephthah arrives, he is
given leadership, even before the fighting begins. The condition

that he win is apparently forgotten.

In the verse which begins today’s lesson, we learn that God's
Spirit is upon him, but Jephthah drives an additional bargain with
God, sort of a double guarantee for success. He defeats the
Ammonites, and this robber barcon, whom we can’t imagine had kept
many promises 1in his life up to this point, self-rightecusly blames

his daughter for undoing him because she.came out the door first.




And the character of the daughter, who is nameless. She
dances out the door, a spontaneously childlike greeting. After
Jephthah rebukes her, she doesn't even ask what the promise was
before she accedes to it. Ghe is as generous with her trust as she
1s generous with her praise.

The stereotypes of the characters seem a bit overdrawn.
Jephthah——the mighty warrior, the rogué, who has no intimate
relationships, a braggart who foolishly bargains with God. And the
daughtermmgenEfOUS, happy, docile, compliant, survounded and
conscled by her deep and abiding friendships. Unbelievable. UWhat
can we do with this story?

Gabriel Josipovici, a scholar who studies Biblical narrative,
makes a proposal about this story in The Book of God, about the
entire Book of Judges, actually. The last section of Judges
centers around the Levite’s concubine, her appalling rape (what
fape is not appalling? and gory dismemberment. And the first death
in the book also deals with the theme of cutting up the human body.
In addition, Judges tells the story of the hero Ehud, the left—
handed killer of grossly over@eight King Egleon, while he sits on
his chamber pot. Almost all the deaths in Judges are unnaturai,
violent, and not followed by burial.

So Josipovici feads the entive booE of Judges as an enactment
of disorder, fragmentation and dismemberment, even to the level of
the language, the actual words that are used. It is replete with

word-play and riddies (vremember Samson, the lion and the bees). It
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'is filled with oddly named characters such as Ehud, who, although
distinguished by his left-handedness, is a Benjaminite, which means
in Hebrew "sons of the right hand.” Furthermore, the wordsrare

separated from theivr meaning, as the action is separated from its

meaning. Jephthah's vow is not a vow. It is unnecessary and
uncalled for. It is ambiguous at best; at worst, sinister in its
outcome.

I agree with Josipovici that Judges is satire, a self-
conscious parody of Genesis, Exodus and Deuteronomy. We
characterize the time during the oversight of the Judges as one in
which everyone does what is right in her or his own eyes. There is
no king, which means there is no cohesiveness, in the land. Life
is topsy—-turvy, out-of-joint. Jﬁdges is filled with untimely,
gruesome deaths. But in those other books of Scripture, Abraham,
Jacob and Moses die at ripe c¢ld ages, in the fullness of time,
having accomplished their tasks.

Even Jephthah'!s daughter enacts a reversal of time-honored
custom. Phyllis Trible, in her boﬁk Texts of Terror, reminds us
that "hevr appearance and activity are no swrprise. Long ago, after
Yahweh brought back the water of the sea upon Pharach, his horses
and his horsemen, Miriam, the prophet, 'took & timbrel in her hand;
and all the women went out after her with music and dancing. And
Miriam sang to them:

Sing unto Yahweﬁ, glorious deity!

The horse and the rider, Sod has hurled into the sea®™
' (Exodus 15:19-21).




I =aid Jephthah’s daughter's enactment of this custom was a
reversal. Unlike Miriam, she was alone and she had no song. If
she did, her words are stifled by Jephthah’s wail. This stary
cannot be received without guestion. It makes me turn away 1in
horvror——horvor at God’s silence, at Jephthah’s selfishness to the
extent of sacrificing his daughte%, horvror at the daughter’s
acqﬁiescence. If this is how we are to relate to one ancther and
how God relates to us, I refuse to listen.

This is an anti-story. Neither Jephthah, his daughter, nor
her friends, seem able to break out of the lock—-step captivity to
senseless vows and violent death. They do not claim the‘freedom
God offers us to escape from death—dealing vows and stereotypes.

This story from Scripture seems to offer us no way out. What,
then, are we to do about our captivities to distorted relationships
and our inability to take responsibility for our own lives? We are
locked into no less deadly situations.

I know a story of a daughter who is being sensgIEESIy
sacyificed by her father. I am in graduate school at the mamént
and I teach English composition to first year college students.
Some semesters I requive students to keep Jjournals. I said, only
some semesters, because I've learned the process can be timely and
the emoticnal cost to me is quite high.

While reading the last Jjournal of the last student on the last
assignment of one term, I turned to the final entry and was
startled.by the abrupt change in her handwriting. Her style had

heen to write in bold ink, but on that last page the tightly




compressed words unraveled; they melted on the page. The heavy,
black iﬁk lines were now think and shaky. They faded 1in and out.
But the distressing part was the content. Ghe said she sometimes
cut herself. She didn’t know why. She had been doing it since she
was eight. She wondered if she was going insane. Once she told
heh bBrother and her best friend, but neither of them seemed
bothevred by it. At legst, they never asked about 1t again.

The students were leaving soon for Christmas break and I might
never see her again. I didn't know what toc do, so I talked with
gomesne in the university counseling office. Initially he was
susplclious of me. Why did I want to know? What was I geoing to do
with any information he gave me? Why was I interested? I couldn’t
believe it. Was this a conspiracy of silence? The child needed
help!

Eventually he explained that at least once a term they dealt
with this kind of, he called it, cutting behavior. No, she was not
crazy. No, she was not suicidal. Yes, of course, I should respond
to her cry for help and assure her she was not the only*one. Many
young women do this, and counselovs understand that this is a
symptom and she can be helped. Only later, from my supervising

teacher, did I learn that this behavior usually occurs in the

context of incest.

That young woman was trying to break out of a pattern which
made her & victim of everyone else's problems. B8Bhe deserved to be
healed and freed right now. Her written words, weak and wobbly as

they were, were a courageous claim on freedom, freedom to live in




relationships undistorted by selfish needs. I refused to believe
tﬁat my only option would be to memorialize her, as Jaephthah's
daughter was.

I cannot read and be content with Jephthah, his daughter, her
friends or the story of my student. They live in and reflect a
society characterized movre by its breakdown than by its
cohesiveness. Reading the book of Judges as a sative forces me to
read it in contrast to texts which seek or demonstrate
cohesiveness, such as Exodus. That book builds its cohesiveness
when the people cry out and God hears their groan. In that story,
words and vows have not lost their meanings. God remembers the
divine covenant. In the context in which I work and study, a
graduate department of English, this activity is called "self-
fashioning."

People struggle today to find their voice, to use their own
words and their own language to fashion themselves, just as the
student did in her Journal. When we take initiative to author our

own lives, Jjust as the people of Exodus authored theivr lives when

they cried out in pain, we find our voice.

I want to sketch for you several examples of this process. In
the early years of this century, H.D. (Hilda Doolittle) recorded
her struggle to come to & sense of her self in the book HERmione.
Hermione is the name of the main character, but her family céll
her, HER. Her——a pronoun in the objective case. Her-—an ohject.
The one who receives the asction. No she. Not the one who

initiates. Her dated a fellow and was eventually engaged. And Her

&




struggled within fhe relationship to form her own identity. The
6ock documents Her's search for her name. The book is
autobiocgraphical. In it this creative, vital woman never resolves
the struggle; she never finds her name. She never takes shape.
Anothey example is more contemporary—-—-the French'writer,
Monigue Wittig. Wittig, as did H.D., stakes her claim on language.

One of her books, The Lesbian Body, is an especially appropriate

example given the context of the physical dismemberment represented

in Judges. In The Lesbian Body, Wittig writes violently about

ripping apart the female body, piece by piece. The body which is
torn apart is the body which has been used, abused and discavded
through the centuries. Then she reassembles the piesces
deliberately, tenderly and caringly to shape a new woman.

and I want to describe to you and event typical of my own
selfwfashioning; my increasing awareness of my ambivalence about my

ocwn embodiment as a white, middle-aged, middle-class woman who

preaches. I became consciocus of it in response to a description of

a women who speak out in public, written by anocother French author,
Helen Cixous. Bhe says, watch her. The woman who speaks throws
hersel f forward and lets hev tvembling words fly for as long as she
has breath.

I thought, no. That’s not what Cixous would see if she saw me
preach. She would see me, if she could see me at all under my robe
and behind the pulpit (symbols of patriarchal schoeling and
¢lericalism), lean back on my heals. She would hear my voice drop

ihto a lower register. These are settling gestures which relax me




and allow me to interact with the congregation, to see the pensive

iooks, the puzzled looks, the bored lodks. If I let my words fly,

my wvoice vises higher and higher in my throat, until it constricts,
and no words come out at all. The sanctuary walls absorb the light
and the people in the pews turn into wood.

Who am I as a woman who preaches? Who am I as a disciple of
Jesus, the Christ? VYes, I am ambivalent. I am in the process of
sel f-fashioning.

There is one part of the story of Jephthah’s daughter which
rings trug to me, and that is the care the women of Israel take to
re—memheyr hev. Given the fragmentation and dismemberment

throughout The Book of Judges, their re-membering recalls her body

and her life, Jjust as H.D. tries to re-member her young adul thood
and Jjust as Wittig re—members the female body.

Qur challenge is to re-member, to fashion ourselves. The
thecologian Busan Dunfee has written that the sin of some people,
particularly overly dependent or oppressed people, is not the time-
honored sin of pride, of sel f~centeredness. It is, rather, the sin
of a lack of pride, a lack of a centered self, a lack of author-
ity, of taking the responsibility to shape our own lives.

The story of Jephthah!’s daughter cautions us that when times
and relationships are fragmented and out-of-joint, every man does
what is right in his own eyes. Society is fragmented} But fhe
daughter veminds us that when socisety is fragmented, those who are
socialized to provide the cohesiveness, the relationships (usually

the womanl), can ery in the other extreme. They sacrifice




themsel ves thinkihg it is for the sake of cohesion and moral order.
But Jjustice is not.served when they are faithful to an oppressive
system. Someone must cry out.

The story does not blame either Jephthah or the daughter, 1t
simply sets out the situation, but it does satirically depict a
society which reinforces both the selfish and the selfless
behavior. I believe the story calls geach of us to hreak out of
this dance of death. We are called by God %o cry out, to find our
language, to fashion wheole and vital selves. We are called by God

to our Exodus. We are called by God to freedom.
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*Silence is Powerful”
Esther 4 '
wWomen & the Word
March 23, 1980

Aiccording to the Book of Ecclesiastes there igs a season
for everything and & time For every matter under heaven—--a
time to be born, and a time to die; a time to weep, and a
time to laugh; a time to love, and a time to hate; a time to
keep silence, and.a time to speak. I find myself turning to
this passage in those moments when life seems particularly
hard to take and 1 am longing for a sense of acceptance and
serenity. There is some comfort in these words. But yet,
when I am finding that I need to make a choice of seasons,
then these words are not as helpful to me. In particular 1
struggle with knowing when it is time to keep silence and
when it is time to speak. How do you know when it is the
right time? As pastors and preachers and peopls of faith,
how are we able to discern Ged's call te be prophetic and to
bring up those taboo subjects within worship or meetings or
with families? In our relationships, when is it best to'
share more Fully of ourselves?

There are_mang.thsmes in the Book of Esther, but in
particular the ‘tth Chapter raisss.ths issuss of
sileﬁce--kaaping silence and breaking silence, and
pdwer-*giving up and claiming pouwer.

Hordecai learns of the plot to exterminate the Jews and
is anything but silent about it. He puts on sackcloth and

ashes, goes out into the midst of the city, cries and wails

loudly and bitterly. And soc do the Jews in other provinces.
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But Esther, Mordecai’'s niece and Queen of Persia, tries to
do what she can to cover up the signs of Mordecei’'s
distress. She sends clothes to him so that he might take
of f his sackcloth, but he will not accept them.

She does not know why he is acting this way, so she
sends someone out to talk to him. HMordecai explains that
the king, her husbhand, in his royal oblivion has approved a
plan, devised by his hateful associate, Haman, to
exterminate the Jews. Mordecai charges Esther to go to the
king to get the order reversed. And Esther explains that if
she were to do this, they should both assume that she would
be killed unless the king made an exception to the rule.

For a man or woman to interupt the king, to make an
uninvited appearance would earn the penalty of death,

Mordecai sends back the famous reply, "Think not that
in the king's palace you will escape any more than al; the
other Jews. For if you keep silence at such a time as this,
relief and deliverance will rise fFor the Jews from another
guarter, but you and your father’'s house will perish. And
who knows whether you have not come to the kingdom for such
a time as this?” Esther calls for a fast in preparation and
support For her breaking silence and challenging the law,
saying, "So if I perish, 1 perish.”

Up until now Esther doesn’t seem to have much power.
in part, that may be because she is a woman with rules and
roles str;ctlg defined for her. Everyone knows of her

predecessor, Vashti, who refused an order of the king to




entsrtain his men friends because she wanted to stay with
the women whc she was haosting at her own party, that she was
thrown out of thas palace, and that decrees were sent
everywhere in case other women might have heard of her
daring and think that they, too, might discbey their
husbands. But also, Esther is closetted. She is a Jew, and
no one inside the palace knows that. She has a secret, and
like for so many of us, our secrets have the tendency to
take on their own power, and when they become great enocugh
we tend to live through them and for them. So Esther has
been silent about hefself. And yet, she hasn’t exhibited a
desire to be any different. She seems to accépt her
circumstance, whatever it is, without any guestion or desire
For her 1ife to be otherwise. Maybe this also makes her
seem to have little power.

But the situation befores her begs for a voice. Somepne
has to stop this atrocity. Someone needs to ask the king if
he has the slightest idea of what he has alliowed to happen.
Mordecai seems to think that Esther’'s is the most
appropriate voice. Yet, what if Esther keeps silence? By
his own statement Mordecai believes that relief will come,
whether it is by her efforts, or soms other cause-;sn is the
salvation of her people what is at stake? Does Esther need
to do this, does she need to assume her power as much for
herself as for her people? The risk of Esther’s breaking
silence éé someone who is not a king, who is a woman, who is

a Jew among people who would have her exterminated if she
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were anything but the gueen, 1is death, which might be the
ultimate consequence. But, for Esther, the time is right
‘and even death becomes an acceptable risk.

Power begins to rise within her--Fower, as somesone who
is less than a king, to challenge the law, to dare to speak
to the king on her own initiative and terms—-Popuwer, as a
woman who is the symbol of subjugation for all other women
of the realm, to re-define herself and to behave
differently--Power to claim her true identity as & Jew as
she realizes that she is one with those who are outside the
official seat of power, because after all, she is an
putsider, too. The desire rises within her to give up the
old source of her power--silence, obedience, to claim a2 new
source—-the imperative to do the right thing, the
opportunity of making a sacrifice For a good cause, saving
her people, rather than scrificing herself and bending
herself to £it in with the old norms. Power rises within
Esther to risk even death. She has been confronted with the
ultimate consequence and decides that the tables will turn
and that she will confront it. Esther breaks silence.

How peculiar & circumstance is all of this? Esther's
story could become a great alternative to all of the prince
and princess stories where the heroic young prince always
Finds a2 way to save the princess in the end, because of
course, princesses never are able to help themselves. But
still, is this just another story with a happy ending? Does .

the circumstance seem to be like not even a
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once-in—-a-lifetime situétion that any real person coud
expect to face?

Not at &ll. It is very real. Think how easily it all
comes about. The Jews are in exile, banished from their
homeland. Aren’'t there millions of people who are in exile
in the world today? The plot to kill the Jews evolves from
one.parson's insecurity into an irrational hatred for an
entire group of people. Isn’t hatred a formidable force at
work in the world today? Thinking about Esther, in
particular, her story may seem extrems, but any situation
that keeps é person silent, closetted, removed from her or
himself and removed from all others like them is an extreme
situation because it takes an extreme toll on a person who
must keep the door shut and who must keep themselves a
secret.

There are people in this room, in our families, in our
congregations who are bound by silence. Victims of sexual
abuse and incest who battle with undeserved personal shame
within themselves and who risk the ridicule and scorn of
cthers if they tell their stories. Gay men and lesbians who
know that breaking silence can carry the price of exclusion
from their families, their livelihoods, their church—-who
risk when opening one door that all other doors will =slam in
their Faces. Victims and benefactors of all of the "isms”,
the systemic injustices of racism, classism, sexism, who
risk disruption in their neighborhoods, corporations, and

churches if those subjects that have been tabowv, those




injustices that have been unnamed are no longer kept silent.
But, it is the same God of the Hebrew Scriptures, and
it is the same God of the Christian Scriptures who calls us
to loose the bonds of wickedness--to loose the bonds of
forced silence that perpetuate injustice--to inspire freedom
and an atmosphere that encourages secrets to be shared, not.
because it is the honorable thing to do and supposedly the
only way to have integrity, but for the sole purpose of
offering ourselves to one ancther in love. We are called to
loose the bonds of wickedness. UWe are called to support
voices who break the silences that foster and create
injustice, to support those who would break silence and be
just as victimized by coming out as by remaining closetted.
Silence can be broken by individuals, at the risk of
individuals and the threat of even death. And silence can
be broken by the comfortable majority or those who are
comfortably on the inside who in many cases don’t have
nearly as much to lose-—mostly comfort.
Audre Lorde wrote a poem for her children, entitled,
"For Each OF You.” This is the first half of it:
Be who you are and will be
learn to cherish
that buovisterous Black Angel that drives you
up one day and down another
protecting the place where your power rises
running like hot blood
from the same source
as your pain.
When you are hungry
learn to eat

whatever sustains you
until morning
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but deo not be misled by details
simply because you live them.

Do not let your head deny

your hands

ang memory of what passes through them

nor your eyes

nor your heart

everything can be used

except what is wasteful

(you will need

to remember this when you are accused of destruction),
Even when they are dangerous

examine the heart of those machines

which you hate

before you discard them

but do not mourn the lack of their power

lest you bhe condemned

ta relive tham.
There are times when keeping silence might be a

generous sacrifice. There are times when breaking silence
might be a generous sacrifice. When is the right time to
break silence? Maybe no time is ever the right time. HMaybe
only God knows. Silence is powerful. Secrets are powerful .
There is a time for silence, and there is a time to speak.
There is a time for secrets, and a time for éll things to be
revealed. Remember that sometimes because of the choices we
make, God's Truth prevails. And let us also remember that
sometimes inspite of the choices we make, God’s Truth
prevails.

Will you pray with me?
0 God, you are our refuge and strength, our help in time of
trouble. You are the source of our power. Remind us that-
we live not just for ourselves; we live for you and we live
For sach other. As you are the one who knows us through and
through and receives even those secrets that we can share
with no other, help us to live by your grace that we might
be brave enough to speak the truth and brave enough to
listen to the truth even when the truth might change us. By

your Love, may the road to true liberation find its place in
our hearts and our world. Amen,




‘Sacrifice of the I'nndcent_s : 3-23-90
A Sermon on Judges 11:29-40 : '
for "Women and the =Word" at BUSTh |

Of all the "texts of terror” in the scriptures, io borrow Phyllis Trible’s phrase, the
story of Jephthah’s daughter is surely one of the most poignant. A young girl, racing out -
to meet her father who is home safe and victorious in battle, only to be sentenced to
.death for her father’'s own vow... As she went into the wilderness to bewail her virginity
with her female friends, so wé too bewail _her early, unjusf, and violent death.

Perhaps because it is such a horror story, Jephthah's daughter is not much
mentioned in church circles, either in the lectionary or in casual con.versation. The first
time | heard an mention of her in a church at all was when | was celebrating a funeral
service for a 92 year old membér of my congregation. She was also a member of the
Order of the Eastern Star, an women’s organization similar to the Masons, and the
women in the Eastern Star had a part in the funeral service. | was sitting back, half-
listening to their liturgy as | gathered my thoughts for the sermon.

But my thoughts were interrupted as | heard one woman say, "Hail to Ada,

Jephthah’s daughter, who in the morning of her life, surrendered to the grave the

brightest of earthly hopes that she might be faithful' to her convictions of the right, and
preserve her father's honor.” And | almost jumped up out of my seat. Preserve her
father’s honor! He killed her! What were these women talking about preserving her |

father’s honor?!
But that was not exactly an opportune time to challenge the ladies of the Eastern
Star... So a couple of weeks later | spoke to one of the women about it. Never mind

wondering where they got the name Ada for this unnamed daughter... asked why they
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“had used such a horrible passage as a role model. Didn’t they know that Jephthah’s
vow was not an honorable thing, but an act of cowardice and a sudden loss of faith in
the word and spirit of Yahweh? Didm’t they understand that this girl was killed'because
her father determined what he, a military man, thought God would require, when there
was no reason for God to require any such sacrifice at all? Did they realize how they
were whitewashing a horrible story in the name of hono.r_?

| As you can probably guess, | didn't get very far in my questioning. The
ponderous bulk of decades of tradition and litany of the Order of the Eastern Star far
outweighed any authority | had as a new pastor. | c.ont_inced to be appalled, but | was
appalled atone.

Still, the Eastern Star isn't the first to overlook the tragedy of this daughter’s early
and violent death. The later Biblical accounts honor the military and moral teadership' of
the judges, including Jephthah. The author of Hebrews uses Jephthah as a prime
example of one “who through faith conquered kingdoms, enforced juétice..." Jephthah
is listed as a principle member of the great- cloud of witnesses, urging the struggling
Christian on to victory over sin. |f Jephthah’s daughter is included in that cloud of
witnesses also, the author of Hebrews does not mention her.

So, despite the horror of this story,. the perpetrator of child sacriﬁce is lifted up as
an example for the faithful Christian to folloW. Yes, the passage in Judges tells us how
the daughters of israel went into the mountaihs to mourn the daughter of Jephthah for
four days, every year -- but that is mentioned almost as an aberration, something that
was done while the rest of the ordinary Israelites went about celebrating the victory and

.short time of peace that Jephthah’s military prowéss had accomplished. And as time
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went by, that military might was allthat was remembered and passed on. That Jephthah
made a desperation vow out in thé battlefield, when he suddeniy wasn't sure that God
was really there, and that Jephthah’s one faithless act turned into the horror, the tragedy
of h’uman sacrifice -- all this has been largely forgotten, swept into a painful éorner of
events that no one likes to look at very often, covered by the language of valor and
honor and lofty principles. | |

Evidently we've learned the lesson of Hebrews 11 .we!I --we’ve taken the exampfe
of Jephthah to heart. Even now as we near the twenty-fi’rst century, even as we speak
- of democracy triumphing around the world, even in thesé hopeful times we continue to
falter at the same point that Jephthah did. We still require human sacrifice, in our
systems of government and economics, and even our religion.

Listen to the arguments about the so-called “peace dividend", the money that
theoretically will be received from the slowing down of the military jndustria! complex.
Various people have suggested investing that money into domestic programs, especially
| those which have been cut over the past 10 years... But you don't often hear those
same lawmakers explaining why we had to sacrifice those domestic programs inthe first .
place, or why oLJr megatonage had to be built at the expense of pre-natal care, aﬁd
school lunch programs, and national health care. Like Jephthah on the battiefield, our
country has cried Oi:it, "We’ll sacrifice our poor folks, we’ll pour all our money into
weapons instead of food and education, we’'ll set up a system of poverty that creates a
tremendous drug culture, if only you, God, will give the communists into .our hand." And
as before, God has stayed silent - while innocents have been slaughtered in alleys, and

hopes for the future have been dashed to pieces in unemployment lines.
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So, too, our entire economic system of capitalism, with its so-called “invisible
hand" that molds our needs and our talents into one efficient machine it, tbb, requires
human sacrifice. Child labor in the. Philfipines, cuiting sugar canes for US consumption,;
sweat shops in Haiti énd Jamaica where women earn two dollars each 13 hour day
making trousers for Sears; grape workers dying of pesticide poisoning in California so
that table grapes can be shipped cheaply year-round; examples abound of how our
lifestyle in these United Statés requires the sactrifice of human life all over the world.

Even in our own country, acertain level of unemployment is considefed absol_utely
necessary to help curb Eﬁfiation.’ A certain number of families left without income, a
certain number of women ‘and men with no employement future, and the resulting
problems of low self-esteem, domestic violence, and despair... This is the human
sacrifice we require, because like Jephthah we do not have the faith that G-c.)d will provide
for all. Our economic system sacrifices the many on the bottom so that the few on top
can be assured a good living, and those in the middle assured of at least @ moderate
living.

Even the personal aspects of our society requires sacrifice. The recent
emergence of the idea of a "Mommy track" for career women who are mothers tells all
too clearly how we expect people to sacrifice their relationships with their families,
especially. their children, if they are going to make it ih the business world. If you would
'b.e successful, then you will have to sacrifice the people dearest to you. We continue to
lack the faith to depend on God for success, perhaps because God’s view of success
may be something other than a 6-digit income. Instead, we try to secure 6ur vision of

"making it*, and in the process we place the lives of our children in the balance.




Where do we look for relief from this culture of human saérifide? To the Church?
" How often have you heard it said, from the pulpit or the television screen, that God.
‘required the sacrifice of Jesus, the inhocent, the sinless lamb, as a pricetag for our sins?
This is the only parent-child sacrifice that has not been hushed up, but instead held up
on a pedastle for all to see. For God so loved the world -- that this holy man named
Jesus had to suﬁer a terrible, violent déat_h on a cross before God could get the
compassion to forgive our sins. This looks a lot fike the God Jephthah prayed to -- one
who fequires blood for blood, one who would desire the death of a child for the father’s
honor.: This looks a lot like the God our social system prays to -- one who reWards quick -
wit and proper ideoclogy, one who understandé, with regret and resignation, that certain
"unfortunate ones" may have to suffer for the “good of the whole."
| if this is the message that our church is giving to the culture around us, then it is

no wonder that Jephthah’s daughter is sacrificed, again and again, day after day. Phyllis
Trible cries out, "My God, my qu, why hast thou forsaken her?" |

And yet it is we who carry the image of God! We are the agents of holy love in our
world! And so our lament becbmes, not “God why have you forsaken her?" but "Why
have we forsake.n her, and forsaken God as well?" Going into the hills and mourning is
part of what.we need to do, bﬁt it is not enough. We must stop the ilusion that the
sacrifice of one human life is a basic fequirement for the well-being of another.

The spirit of.Yahweh is with us, as fully as it was with Jéphthah. When will we
recognize that spirit's power? When will we stop trying to shore up our weak faith with
vows that are unnecessary? | |

When we look to God for our success, in our homes and our workplaces and our
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internationél affairs -- and when we allow the word of God to define what true success
is -- then we’ll "make it". When we listen to the eternal heart of God to understand how
we ought to treaf each other, then we’ll stop using each other as objects for our personal
gain, or as insurance premiums against our personal loss. When we not only
acknowledge the Spirit but make a home for her within our hearts and minds, then we
will come to a place of victory over all battles.

Then the altars of our. human sacrifices will be torn down, and the days of
'wanderin‘g the hills and weeping will be over. Then we can begin to rebuild our society,
our homes, our world, using not a foundation of fear and insecurity, but a foundation of
faith. Then we’ll understand that without justice as a cornerstone, no peace Or success
can ever be achieved.

Jephthah’s daughter calls to us still, across the ages -- may her witness not be in

vain.




Homily, Boston University
School of Theology

Women and the Word Con.
March 23, 1990

Rev. Lena Hill-Lawrence

"vour Arms Are To Short To Box With God"

A few years ago, as I was making my monthly trip to New
York City by way of Amtrac, I discovered that there are
many sermons in the things that we see, and the things
that we do. As on most trips, one finds that traveling
alone is a good time for reflection and observation. We
have an opportunity to think about those things that an
ordinary busy day does not allow. The beauty of God's
creation is revealed to us in such a way that we never
dreamed possible as scenic views flash by as the train
rushes on to it’s destination. Billboards filled with
advertisements for consumable merchandise that we know
that our well planned budgets will not allow. But it
does not hurt to dream of things desired, and dream we
do.. .

In the mist of observing all of this, I saw an
advertisement that caused me to turn my head and take
another look, for the title was of an usual nature. As
the train slowly creep into the station, It was yet
another billboard with the same advertisment. As fate
would have it, the person who was sitting next to me was
reading the latest edition of the New York Times, and I
apologetically interrupted his reading and asked him if
he would share the entertainment section of his paper
with me for a few moments. He agreed, and I hurriedly

 flipped through the sections, trying very hard to




recapture that title once more. After some moments of
_searching, I discoveredlthat the title in question was
the title of a broadway production that had produced a
record breaking sell out audience and had been given
excellent reviews by critics.

"your Arms Are to Short to Box With God," it read.
What a powerful realizationm I thought, on the part of
the playwriter. Of course, I knew that it was useless to

think of getting tickets to this production, but my
restrictions made me more the curious. I thought, what
could have been on the mind of the author, as I began to
piece together some circumstances that might have
intrigued one to capture his/her audience with such a
title.

I began to wonder in my spirit if this title had
been derived from the experiences of one who had
ultimately tried to bargain and reason with God, only to
find that their resoutces were to limited, their power
to weak, their minds to finite, their energies to
restricted. In essense, man is no match for God, for
man cannot call God into account. Throughout biblical
history, men have sought to bargain with God. ©Not only
biblical history, but men and women of today have sought
means and derived ways to call God into account or to
make a pact with God. How often do we find people
declaring in loud voices, "Lord, if you will just help
me get over this bad luck period, I will praise your
name forever, or "Lord, if you just let me get up from
my sick bed, I will give the rest of my days in service
to you. "Lord, if you help me to get out of debt, and
let me get my finances in tact, . let me save a little
money, and I will pay my tithes and offerings as your
word has instructed." All of these "Lord's" and "if’'s".
Words of reckoning and bargaining. Why is it that
mankind find it difficult to simply ask God to bless us
for who he is without attaching some liability to the




blessing. It is our duty to love and serve God in
gpirit and truth. There is really no need for God to
bang us in the head to get our attention.

Our 0ld Testament scripture today tells the story
of a man who came to understand that his arms really
were to short to box with God. The story begans with
Jephthah, a mighty and skillful warrior who had been
born into an illegitimate relationship. Jephthah did
not have the proper family structure as his other
brothers, and upon their reaching manhood, they
undoubtly became embarrassed about the situation and
feared that Jephthah would inherit some of their
father’s wealth. Unhappy with the thought of this,
Jephthah is invited out of the house and sent on his
merry way. Greed can be a dangerous thing. With no
real place to call home and nothing to do, Jephthah
hooks up with a group of men who roams throughout the
land and robs and destroys in order to survive. Thus he
develops great fighting skills and becomes a great
warrior.

As time passes on, war breaks out with Jephthah’s
people and the elders of Gilead realizes that in order
to be victorious they would need the skills of a great
warrior.

Thus, Jephthah was sought because he had become a great
fighter and warrior. It is worthy to not here that
sometimes those persons who we lest expect, those who
are rejected and casted aside, are the ones that we have
to call upon in times of trouble. It pays that we be
careful how we treat one another. Jephthah cetainly
have some concerns about this matter and brings the
elders face to face with the fact that they once threw
him out and why now are they asking for his help. It's
amazing how God chooses people, ordinary people to do
the work that needs to be done. To protect his interest
and to protect himself from being in the position of




despaironce more, he makes an agreement with the elder
of Gilead that he would help if they agree to make him
leader of the Gileadites. Being in a desperate
situation, with no bargaining power, for you can’t
bargain when you are desperate and in despair, they
readily agrees to install

him as their leader. He knows that he is not choosen
because of family connections, rank or positon , or even
on the basis of moral character, but here he is a great
military leader, raised up by God to meet an emergency
in the life of his people.

If you have ever been an outcast, a reject of
society, a person without honor, then you know how it is
to want so deperately to gain position and power.
Therefore to be able to stand before his people in a
position of power and leadership is a great honor for
Jephthah. Some people will do anything for position and
power, or to have their names in flashing lights; they
will even try to bargain with God. I oftern wonder why
it was that Jephthah sought to bargain with God? Would
not God have blessed him without the price tag attached?
It's funny how sometimes we attempt to travel down roads
that are not necessary to get us to our destination.

God had not asked Jephthah to present a burnt offering.
pid not Jephthah trust God to deliver him?

We have to be careful of the pacts that we attempt
‘to make with God. Our way is not God'’'s way, our mind is
not God’s mind. We are not certain how God may respond
to the things that we ask. As an assurance of God’'s
blessings, Jephthah vows to God that whatever comes
through the door to meet him will be offered as a
sacrifice to God. Little did he know or little did he
think that just by chance his only beloved daughter
would come to greet him. It seem to me that it would
have been a ritual that his kind of behavior would have
been expected of a child who had not seem her father for




a while and one who had just returned from battle
victorious. 1In Jephthah’s desire to be popular, to gain
favor in the sight of men, he risked loosing the thing
that he loved the most.

So there she is running to the door to meet her
father, happy with timbrels and dance. But something
happens. Immediately upon seeing his daughter, he
remembers the bargain that he made with God. The words
of the Lord is that he rents his clothes and cries out
in despair for her realizes what he has done.
Embarrassed by the position he now finds himself, as
people often do, he shifts the blame on someone else.

As the great warrior that he is, he now finds himself in
a hopeless and helpless situation. 1Is he not man enough
to be responsible for his actions. He cannot admit his
error. He immediately blames his daughter for his
calamity. "Why did you come to the door he ask"? What
a question! How was she to know that her father had
bargain with God?

As we survey history, and even in our present time,
women are often to blame for the failure of men. When
children misbehave, often the mother is to blame for
poor training, when husbands are angry or concerned with
other problems, often the women become the punching bag
to rid them of their frustration. Much of today's
violence are directed towards women. Somebody has to
take the blame, why not a woman. One thing that all of
us must learn and that is how to except our own
failures. We can’'t blame our lack of preparation, our
lack of compaésison, our lack of responsibility on anyone
but ocurselves. We must pick up our crosses and wear
them well. We cannot expect anyone to pave roads for
us, we must pave them ourselves. So here Jephthah
stands realizing what he has done; knowing that he
cannot take back what he has said, the vow has been

sealed. What a shame! There are some pricés that are




truly to much to pay. Somethings cannot be bargained
with.

So there she stands. Brave and humble before her
father. She is willing to be the sacrifice that her
father has offered. When we think about it, did she
really have a chose in the matter? Women in 0ld
Testament times did not have a voice. As women of
today we must fight to make our voices heard in a
society that desires silence. Thanks be to God that his
daughter did have one chose; and that was how she wanted
to spend her time before she must be given up as a
sacrifice. She chose to spend it with her friends to
weep and to mourn for the life that she would never
have, the love that she would never know, the anger that
she could never reveal, the despair that she could never
express. So there she goes to weep for all the men who
would one day realize that their arms are to short to

bargain with God.




Judith Jenkins Kohatsu
"IT've got Mine, You've Got Yours!!®

I was brought wup with the admonishment *"work hard, and
vou'll get what vou what." The coroliory to that, I surmised,
was "the harder 1 work, the more I get. Coming from that
perspective, it is not pleasant to read the parable of the
workers in the vineyard. "This is gocd news," I want to sulk.
"T'm to work all day under the hot sun and I receive the same as
one wﬁb only works for an hour, It's not fair!" Being in
ministry, being one who professes to want to walk in obedience
to God's will, does not make the situation any easier. I find
myself with Peter and the other disciples {four verses
earlier). "What will there be for us?" they ask Jesus. "We have
left everything to become your followers?" Jesus replies to the
effect that “"when the ©One whom God sent is seated oﬁ the
heavenly throne®, thev too will have their thrones,; all will be
repaid many times over and gain eternal life. Sounds good to me.
Apparently, that time and my time have vet to come; I find
myself working longer and harder and being compensated in a
manner that is equal to (or even less than) others who work
less. I still begrudge others that unexpected boon that is
occasionally granted to them.

Jaesus sets the context of the parable as "the realm of
heaven 1s 1ike this", i.e¢. 1if we were to make God's will our
will din our living, 1life would.be like this. The emphasis is
not on the variable hourly wage (the fewer hours woerked the

higher the rate) but rather on the dgenerosity of the employer.

The employer pays each worker such that each has enough to

provide fpr their daily needs, that was the definition of a
"fair" wage. Yet I (we) grumble, "These late—-comer's have done
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cnly one hour's work, yet you have treated them the same as us —
and we have done most of the work and done it through the heat
of the day." Unspoken are the suspicions that the others are
better 1loved and we are undervalued, taken advantage of. I own
these feelings as my own. Qut of my insecurities arise questions
of 1love—ability; out of my place in the social scheme (as a
well-educated, hard-working white person} arise questions of why
others can't work as hard to get what they need. The employer's
question {why be so envious because I am kKind) strikes much
harder if translated Iliterally - Is vour eve evil because I am
good?

From the perspective of the emplover, the owner of the

vinevard, I understand that the concern most directly is for the

completion of the harvest. The grapes are ready to be taken in;
this work must be done in a timely fashion before the fruit
spoils - in the field. With successful harvest comes sustenance

for the community which surrounds the field. Thus, the owner

sets out early to employ workers for the fields. At the start of

the workday, after negotiations are completed, laborers are
hired at a mutually agreeable "usual' wage - the wage needed to
sustain 1ife. Later in the day, the owner's concern for the
timeliness of the harvest ({and the subsequent welfare of the
commuriity) sends him back to the marketplace to hire more
laborers. Thosé whom . he encounters (standing idly and looking
for work) are hired for a fair wage - but without entering into
a negotiation process. The employer comes back three more times,
the last time just one hour before sunset, te hire more workers
at the "fair" wage. At the last encounter the owner asks "why
have vou been standing idle all day?" The answer given is
"because no one has hired us." There is no indication that the
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late ‘"hires" have been hanging back in order to get a good deal;
in fact we could assume that they have been seeking work and
have been rejected for emplovment. So far — this sounds like
good business practice. As the workers are paid off at the end
of the day, those who worked one hour are given the fair wage
{that which is needed to sustain 1life}. Likewise those hired at
3pm, noon, and %am are paid off with the same fair wage. To
those workers with whom he had negotiated the "usual" wage (and
who had labored all day), the owner paid exactly what he had
-agreed to - the same fair wage (the usual wage — that which is
necessary to sustain life). In response to their grumblings, the
emplover reminds them that the agreement they made had indeed
been kept. The denerosity of the employer was the employer’s
" business and not subject to control by the full-time workers.

So what am I to 1learn from all of this - to take what I
think 1s a fair wadge and then double it (or triple or quadruple)
just in case someone cames in later and works less hours. for the
"usual' wage? No, I don't think that is the intention {althcugh
unfortunately it has become one of our practices). I learn that
it is God's intention to have Creation cared for (fthe fields and
the workers). I 1learn that it is God's intention that each
worker be rewarded so that they are able to live — i.e. t0o have
what they need. I learn that I as an able, perhaps perfered,
certainly sought-after, worker have a chance to negotiate, to
state my needs (and wants) and then arfive at an agreeable,
life—-sustaining wage. 1 also 1learn that God requires and has
plans for others whom I may consider less able, less employable,
less worthy - and that God intends to reward them so that their
life needs are met also. 1 find that while I may be concerned
with the’ smaller picture of my adequate or equitable
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compensation, God is concerned with the larger picture of the
life and sustenance of all Creation as well as my individual
needs.

As I consider what it means to follow God's will, to work
to bring about the realm of God more fully, this parable
indicates that I have some very practical actions to take. If I
am to take God's perspéctive and care for all Creation,
including those that our dominant society may deem less useful,
less worthy, I need to see that each person's basic needs are
met . These are the intangible needs of dignity and self-respect
as well as the tangible needs of food, shelter, education,
medical care, emplovment, and recreation. In order to meet some
of these tangible needs I may need to forfeit my perceived
bonus® for extra hours worked. In a state and nation where we
are continually tempted with tax cuts {and the resultant service
cut~backs), T must refuse to grant others less than the living
wage — the money, goods and services necessary to life. Not only
does this mean I must pay taxes, and probably higher taxes, but
it also means I must work for changes in our svystem of living
which wvalues the goodness of workers by the color of their skin
or their ethnic group or gender. 1 must open myself and my
workplace to those differently—abled who can accomplish the
assigned tasks in mays that the "normal" one. None of this is
easy; all is necessary if T wish to live as God wills - if I
wish to live in the realm of God.

The offense of +this passage is not in the hard work I must

do,such as I outlined previously. The offense is in my missing

the good news and being unable +to celebrate when others too
receive the gift of life. The graceful news in this passage is
" three—fold, and is in fact the good news, the better news, and
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the best news. The good news is that (in God's scheme of things)
we are each to be granted sufficient pay to meet our living
needs. The promise is that we are to have life and have it
abundantly (that's why Christ came). The resources of Creation
are adequate to accomplish this if we use them wisely (that is
the promise of Genesis). The better news is that we are all
"employable®; we are all acceptable for work in God's realm. The
best news 1is that God's grace, God's willingness to love us and
equip wus with the gifts and talents to do God's will exceeds not
only our expectations but also our wildest imagination (could
the one-hour workers ever dreamed of getting a full day's pav?).
God's grace 1is unlimited; only our willness to accept is
limited. Throughout our lives we will in all probability be the
workers hired at first light, those hired later in the day, and
those hired just an hour before sunset. It is good to know that
we can partake of the good, the better, and the best news — if
we are willing.

When will we 1l1live in the "kKingdom of heaven", the realm of
God? I don't know when that time will fully come. I suspect that
we have a lot more of bending our wills to God's will before we
will see much progress. When we can be unthreatened by the last
being first, by having unusual consequences from usual acts, we
will see more of the realm of God. When I celebrate that I've
got what T need to live and that vou've got what you need, then
I will realize (again) that God's realm has entered my living.
When I become part of the proclamation of the good, better, and
best news instead of an obstacle, then the realm of God will be
more apparent. -

Contrary to all expectations and teachings of 2zero—sum
philosophiés,' 'my eye does not have to be evil when God is good”
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and genefous. I do not have to be blinded to the wealth I have
received from God by my envy of ancother's good fortune in God's
love. The choice after all is mine. I can 1labor in God's
.Uineyard, God's Creation, or I can refuse to come to the
marketplace, to come to life. For me — I1'll choose to work, I'll
choose to take my usual wage and rejoice when you get your
-living wage also. 1'1ll choose to be part of the proclaiming that

when vou've got yvours, I 've got mine.
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