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Preacher: Leslie Griffiths
Hymns:
13
“Praise my soul the King of Heaven”



476
“Lord thy word abideth”



215
“Amazing grace”



552
“Lord of all hopefulness”

______________________________________________________________

Readings:
Psalm 103
Matthew 20: 1-16
“BUT IT’S NOT FAIR”
We’ve just been away for a week’s holiday.  And just look what happened whilst we were away:
· Lehman Brothers went out of existence;

· questions were raised about Morgan Stanley and Goldman Sachs (unthinkable);

· the American government bailed out AIG – the world’s largest insurance group;

· one British high street bank (LLoydsTSB) merged with another (HBOS);

· a three month moratorium was declared on “Short Trading” in an attempt to edge speculators and hedge funds away from destabilising the market;

· two airlines and a package holiday company went bust;
· the American administration has gone into a huddle with congressional leaders to hammer out a policy for buying up all the bad debts currently standing on the balance sheets of various banks.

All this in a week!

I don’t think I’ll go away again in a hurry.

“It’s not fair” – that’s a cry we’ve heard a lot of this last week:

· it’s not fair that governments should nationalise (rescue) ailing banks;

· it’s not fair that Chief Executives and the like should walk away from failed enterprises with huge sums in their pocket;

· it’s not fair that first time house buyers should be finding it so difficult to get a mortgage;

· it’s not fair that so many people should suddenly find themselves out of a job.

But it wasn’t with the financial sector in mind that I chose the title for this morning’s sermon, however appropriate it turned out to be.  It was an obvious choice when thinking about this morning’s gospel reading.

But let me risk incurring your wrath with another digression.  On this Sunday last year (2007) I was in Bournemouth on the south coast where I preached at the service which opened the annual Labour Party Conference.  Indeed, just such a service is going on right now in Manchester ahead of this year’s Conference.

At the planning meeting held about a month before the service, I insisted on using the readings set in the lectionary.  I had no interest in leafing through the Bible to find passages that illustrated the Labour Party’s chosen theme for the week.  So we went with the readings that Christians all over the world would be hearing that particular morning.  One government minister read a passage from Amos which exhorted us to display justice towards the poor.  That fitted well enough.  Another minister read a section of 1 Timothy about encouraging each other and helping one another in the faith.  Again that was a good match.  But the gospel lection set for the day, the first eleven verses of Luke chapter sixteen, was the “parable of the dishonest Steward”.  And the Prime Minister, only recently in post, was due to read it.  This could have been very awkward indeed.  For the parable tells the story of a manager who buys out the bad debts of his customers at a knock-down price, who cooks the books, and who puts as good a spin on the accounts as he can before showing them to the owner of the business.  Extraordinarily, he gets away with it!  And the verse with which the section ends continues to startle me.  It runs as follows: “his master commended the dishonest manager because he had acted shrewdly, for the children of this age are more shrewd in dealing with their own generation than are the children of light.  And I tell you, make friends for yourselves by means of dishonest wealth….”
Isn’t this astonishing?  The Prime Minister had previously been Chancellor of the Exchequer for ten years.  One of our banks, Northern Rock, was collapsing all around us.  It would indeed have been an interesting moment to hear the Prime Minister read such a passage.  But I was hardly surprised when, the Thursday before the Sunday in question, I got an email from Downing Street asking whether the Prime Minister could read the Beatitudes instead!
And now, again at the opening of the Labour Party Conference, behold the lectionary throws up this other difficult parable, the story of the workers in the vineyard.  Every principle of fairness seems to be flaunted by this tale:

· the owner could easily be accused of setting a radical and subversive example to his fellow entrepreneurs;

· being paid for the work you actually do is a cardinal rule at the heart of employment law.  My grandfather, a coalminer, was paid by the ton.  Stone and other extraneous material was extracted from the bins he sent to the surface so that he should not, by mistake, be paid for that  as well as the coal he was sent down to dig for;

· trade unions are wedded to the principle that people get paid according to the work they do.

I wonder if they’ll preach this parable at Manchester today?  It might risk an outburst from the CBI (the employers’ group) and the TUC (the workers’ group) too; what a double-barrelled shotgun that might prove to be.

IT ISN’T FAIR!

The trouble with parables is that they invite too critical a study of detail.  We want to translate their minutest points into some aspect of contemporary life.  So this morning’s story might push our minds directly into some present-day workplace.  Just imagine, say, a factory or an office being run on the lines put forward in this passage.

There would be uproar.

And rightly so.

How could anyone be brazen-necked enough to come in at the end of the day and hold out his hand expecting the same amount as those who’d worked so much longer?

And how could an employer be stupid enough to do this?  Couldn’t he see what fires of resentment and anger he’d be stirring up?

But the parable isn’t offered as a blueprint for good employment practice.  Those running small businesses should be very relieved at this.  They already have to cope with a welter of rules and regulations, good practice codes, legal requirements and the like.  Red tape abounds.  The last thing they want is a set of guidelines from the New Testament!

The parable is put forward rather to show how sometimes grace should outwit our conventional ways of doing things; how generosity might occasionally prevail over mean-mindedness; and how imagination can take us into unheard of realms where a more inclusive way of living might ensue.  Too often, the ways we organise ourselves are intended to provide for the needs of the known and long-standing communities around us.  Too often the doors of opportunity are slammed shut in the face of latecomers.  Let me provide one or two examples at this point.
I’m in a heated correspondence with the Vice Chancellor of Cambridge University.  I do so as an alumnus of that esteemed institution.  The Vice Chancellor has been under pressure because Cambridge doesn’t seem to be admitting people from the State sector into its ranks, it takes its students disproportionately from the private sector, those who started the day at the proper time.  She’s reported as saying: “Cambridge is not a vehicle to achieve social justice”.  That is, it’s not the job of a university to implement government aspirations or policies.  Their discreet and overriding task is to provide an academic community of excellence.
The reason I’m taking up the cudgels with the Vice Chancellor is that we had a splendid young man in this congregation who was forecast to have straight A grades for all the subjects he was doing.  He had equipped himself for an economics degree by doing work experience on the Stock Markets in Tokyo, New York and London.  He was Head Boy at his school and played semi-professional football.  He was, in a word, a student any university would die for.  But he was turned down by Cambridge.  Because, apparently, the mathematics he was studying were not “the right kind of mathematics” for an economics degree at Cambridge.  I found this extraordinary.  My fear is that Cambridge, whilst rightly protesting at being forced to become a vehicle to achieve social justice, might unwittingly be becoming a vehicle that achieves social injustice.  The ink is not yet dry on the paper of the letters I’m sending to this worthy academic.

Or take again the tightening up of the immigration rules and regulations so that only people who now meet a certain “points” target will be admitted.  This will invariably offer preference to people with qualifications and professional skills.  Yet such an outcome would be at odds with the social realities we live with.  Walk around London at night and you’ll see what I mean.  Countless numbers of security firms employ people from migrant groups.  And offices would not be cleaned for daily work but for the efforts of whole armies of people from such groups.  Yet these workers would hardly acquire any points under the new scheme.  We need them.  They are essential to our daily lives and work.  Yet they would be shoved out by the new system.  These rules and regulations, if we’re not careful, will encourage us to think of newly arrived people as if they were a threat or cheats or worse.  And we’ll hear the familiar cry suggesting newcomers should not get the same benefits as those who’ve toiled all day long for their earnings.
We Christians, of all people, should not be envious because God is generous.  We should certainly not surprised that in his vineyard it sometimes happens that the last come first or the first last

This morning at our 9.45 service of Holy Communion, one of our regular attenders came at the very end of the service because of the troubles she’d had with London Transport.  Bread and wine was being given to the very last of those who had been present throughout the service.  The late arrival didn’t know what to do.  She stood awkwardly at the back of the chapel.  I called her forward.  She took her place with the others.  She received those tokens of Christ’s love, bread that was broken and the wine poured just the same as everyone else.  There is no precedence in Christian thinking.  No-one is better than anyone else.  And God’s grace does not run out when only half the population is served.  It is sufficient for our needs.

That’s what the parable’s about.  And I trust that grace and generosity and imagination continue to have their proper place in the way we run our Church and seek to transform the world around us.
Amen.
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