A living wage
Psalm 145:1-8, Matthew 20:1-16

20th September 2026
	What a delight it was to witness the Baptism of Daisy and Maisie! To receive them into the family of God’s people here at AFC. We already know them and cherish them. With their smiles and enthusiasm they brighten up our worship every time they join us. And we know that their family are also surrounding them with all the love and support they will need as they grow up. But thinking ahead we cannot help wondering about the kind of world they will inherit as they make their way through life into adulthood. Looking back on our childhood and contemplating the amazing technological changes of our own lifetime, we could easily get worried about how these little ones may cope with all that awaits them. And we would not be alone. The news media is full of the general worries expressed about the rapid and unregulated spread of AI technology and its effects on human well being. Will it replace gainful human activity? Will people still have work?  Some young qualified adults are already reporting hundreds of applications before they can get a job.
	Into that scenario comes our Biblical passage today recounting one of Jesus’ parables dealing with working practices in an ancient vineyard. What kind of problems did they face? And is there anything there that may be relevant to us? Are we to take the story in a literal way, or does it all belong in the spiritual dimension of life, concerning mainly our ‘salvation’ and the afterlife? Well, we have encountered many of Jesus’ parables before and we learnt that they always contain surprises and usually aim at making his audience think and hopefully change their minds in the process. We can safely say that this one is no exception. We can also say that both the story as it is with its economic implications and its deeper, spiritual implications are worth investigating. 
	So, let’s imagine the scene. We have a landowner who has a vineyard and a manager and he is in need of a workforce. Rather than delegating the job, he himself goes headhunting early in the morning and engages all the labourers he can find. He agrees on the daily wage with them and sends them off to work. For reasons of his own he repeats the exercise three more times during the day and gathers up all the un-employed hanging around in the market place. He hires them too and promises fair wages to them. So far, so good! This landowner may be a bit of an eccentric, but everyone is happy. All the labourers got work, the job will have been done. The audience can go along with that. 
But, comes pay time and the manager is instructed to pay the latest arrivals first and to give them a full day’s wage. And at this point the whole enterprise threatens to come undone. The longest serving workers are now hoping to get more, but they are not getting it and not unreasonably they protest. After all, they ‘had sweated the whole day long in the blazing sun’, and here are these latecomers who only worked for an hour getting the same pay! From their prospective the landowner is not just eccentric, he is arbitrary and unfair as well. And who could blame them? Perhaps next time this landowner may not find anybody willing to work all day long, if the word gets out that he pays a full day’s wage for a mere one hour of work. However, that’s not likely, for in that system all the unemployed workers are at the mercy of the rich landowners, they are pleased to get any work at all and Jesus’ audience would have known that.
Looking closer at the landowner, there are some other things we discover about him. He certainly keeps his word; he honours the contract he has made with all the labourers. And not only that, but he also keeps seeking out those who have been left behind, but who also need work to feed their families. When it comes to payment, he cares for that need rather than their achievements and he gives them all a ‘living wage’. Furthermore, he seems to be aware that these people actually need work, not charity. He could have just given them some money, but giving them work he helps to restore their human dignity, which unemployment badly dented. This is something our leaders will have to think about when they come to regulate the spread of AI technology. For us, human beings, it is not just the so-called ‘protestant work ethic’ that dictates the need for gainful employment. We all need to know that whatever we do is useful, it covers our needs as well as being a benefit to the wider society. It is an important part of our humanity.
Trying to achieve all this though, may not please everybody. In the parable the landowner’s generosity arouses the jealousy and anger of the longer serving workers. Not surprisingly it fractures the relationship amongst the workers too. For another part of our humanity is that we look to others for confirmation or otherwise of our own identity. We measure ourselves against others and it can have different outcome according to how we do it. We can see something good in them and it spurs us on to emulate them. Daisy and Maisie saw some other children being baptised here and they liked what they saw and they also wanted to have that for themselves. So, they asked to be baptised as well. We have just heard about the great work the Watford New Hope Trust carries out among the homeless people of the area. We can rejoice in their achievements and we may decide to support them or be inspired by them to start something similar within our own capabilities.
But, we can also look at other people’s successes and be envious of them. Now envy is not a nice emotion. It can do all sorts of damage to our personalities. It affects our psychological equilibrium. It can eat us up inside. Shakespeare calls it the ‘green-eyed monster’. The sages in the Bible go even further. They think envy can affect our physical well-being as well. In Proverbs we read: “Peace of mind gives health of body, but envy is a canker in the bones” (Proverbs 14:30). We may feel it does not apply to us, but in our relationship with others it is inevitable that we too make comparisons, we register the differences. It is probably to do with how we value ourselves and others; usually by our 
achievements; by our pay grade, by our possessions, by our standing in the community. 
The parable, on the other hand, turns all this upside down. It presents a different value system, where human need trumps human achievements, where the generosity of the powerful trumps fairness and opens up the possibility for comradery between the workers instead of harbouring envy and crying for differentials. Could this work in reality? – We may ask. Well, the parable is introduced with the sentence: ‘The kingdom of Heaven is like this.’ All this is the sign of the kingdom. Jesus wasn’t starry-eyed about the realities of his day. He knew, as we do, how our world is run, yet with his story he wanted to present people with an alternative vision of life. A vision he believed in and put his life on. Although Matthew, the gospel-writer uses the phrase ‘kingdom of Heaven’, due to his Jewish reluctance to use the name of God, Jesus is not talking about a utopian, ‘heavenly’ possibility. 
When he talks about the Kingdom of God, he means something that has already broken into the here and now. In Luke’s Gospel he says: ‘the kingdom of God is among you’. With this parable he wants to show that it is possible to live under God’s rule now in spite of all that militates against it, be it in the social system, or inside ourselves. For him the Kingdom of God is nothing less than the active presence of God’s love and goodness, God’s generosity and forgiveness, God’s compassion, peace and joy in our everyday life. Everything, in fact, that he embodies in his own life. Everything, in fact, that he calls us into, when he says, ‘come and follow me!’ 
So, as we come to the Lord’s Table, the table of thanksgiving, we are reminded of him, who didn’t even spare his life in order to testify to the amazing possibility which is open to all of us, as image bearers of our loving and generous God. May his Spirit renew us and strengthen us again as we offer ourselves in his service.  
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