Sun, Sep 20, 2020

25th Sunday in Ordinary Time

Isa 55:6-9

Ps 145:2-3, 8-9, 17-18

Phil 1:20c-24, 27a

cf. Act 16:14b

Matt 20:1-16a

TWENTY-FIFTH SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME 

A reading from the prophet Isaiah
Seek the Lord while he is still to be found,

call to him while he is still near.

Let the wicked man abandon his way,

the evil man his thoughts.

let him turn back to the Lord who will take pity on him,

to our God who is rich in forgiving;

for my thoughts are not your thoughts,
my ways not your ways - it is the Lord who speaks.

Yes, the heavens are as high above earth as my ways are above your ways, my thoughts above your thoughts.
The word of the Lord.
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The Lord is close to all who call him.

1
I will bless you day after day

and praise your name for ever.

The Lord is great, highly to be praised, his greatness cannot be measured. 3?

2
The Lord is kind and full of compassion,

slow to anger, abounding in love. How good is the Lord to all,

compassionate to all his creatures. iV

3
The Lord is just in all his ways

and loving in all his deeds.

He is close to all who call him, who call on him from their hearts.
A reading from the letter of St Paul to the Philippians
Christ will be glorified in my body, whether by my life or by my death. Life to me, of course, is Christ, but then death would bring me something more; but then again, if living in this body mean doing work which is having good results - I do not know what should choose. I am caught in this dilemma: I want to be gone and be with Christ, which would be very much the better, but for me to stay alive in this body is a more urgent need for your sake. Avoid anything in your everyday lives that would be unworthy of the gospel of Christ.
The word of the Lord.
A reading from the holy Gospel according to Matthew
Jesus said to his disciples: 'The kingdom of heaven is like a landowner going out at daybreak to hire workers for his vineyard. He made an agreement with the workers for one denarius a day, and sent them to his vineyard. 
Going out at about the third hour he saw others standing idle in the market place and said to them, "You go to my vineyard too and I will give you a fair wage." So they went. 
At about the sixth hour and again at about the ninth hour, he went out and did the same. Then at about the eleventh hour he went out and found more men standing round, and he said to them, "Why have you been standing here idle all day?" "Because no one has hired us" they answered. He said to them, "You go into my vineyard too". 
In the evening, the owner of the vineyard said to his bailiff, "Call the workers and pay them their wages, starting with the last arrivals and ending with the first." So those who were hired at about the eleventh hour came forward and received one denarius each. When the first came, they expected to get more, but they too received one denarius each. 
They took it, but grumbled at the landowner. "The men who came last" they said "have done only one hour, and you have treated them the same as us, though we have done a heavy day's work in all the heat" 
He answered one of them and said, "My friend, I am not being unjust to you; did we not agree on one denarius? Take your earnings and go. I choose to pay the last-corner as much as I pay you. Have I no right to do what like with my own? Why be envious because I am generous?" 
Thus the last will be first, and the first, last'
The Gospel of the Lord.
Twenty-fifth Sunday of Year A
20th September 2020

Notes on the Scripture Readings for Mass
First Reading
Isaiah 55:6-9

This reading appears to have been chosen to complement the Gospel because of the description of God who is generous, rich in forgiving (v.7) and who does not think as men think. (v.8-9) "For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, says the Lord." These words vividly illustrate the contrast between the vineyard owner and his workers in today's gospel.
The background of Isaiah 55 is a period towards the end of the Babylonian exile, sometime after the middle of the sixth century B.C. For Isaiah the poor and the lowly, rather than the Royal family, will have the most prominent places in the coming kingdom of God. 
In today's reading the prophet insists that Israel (and consequently we) must 'seek the Lord,' which means here, as often in the Bible, turning to God with humility and a real sense of need. Underlying the passage are some indications of God's paradoxical way of dealing with us. 
God is transcendent, yet he is close enough to help us. Humanity is weak, yet one is expected to strive in seeking the Lord. The ways of the Lord are out of reach, yet humans are still required to aspire to that lifestyle.
Second Reading from the letter of Paul to the Church at Philippi 1:20-24, & v. 27

This week we turn from Romans, which we have been reading for the past few weeks, to Philippians. This letter was written while Paul was in prison. He is contemplating the possibility of martyrdom. 
Until recently the prison was assumed to be the house arrest in Rome, mentioned at the end of the Acts of the Apostles 28:30-31. However, scholars today think it more likely to have been the imprisonment that occurred during Paul's stay at Ephesus between circa. 52 and 55 A.D. 
If those are the right dates and location, then we know that his worst fears at that time did not come true. He was released from Ephesus and continued to visit his churches before he was arrested again in Jerusalem, and then transported to Rome. (Acts 27;1) (It is possible that even that was not the last imprisonment, but that he was released again before final arrest under Nero) 
Our reading consists of the Apostle's vivid meditation on the prospects of life and death. He is in a state of tension, pulled both ways. But, he is convinced that whether he lives or dies, Christ will be served by his labours or by his sufferings. 
In either case, it is not Paul's own personal salvation that concerns him. He does not simply want to escape from his labours into personal bliss with Christ. Rather, he hopes that his martyrdom will in some way contribute, perhaps even more effectively than his labours, to fulfilling God's purposes. 
Gospel: Matthew 20:1-16

One difficulty in understanding what Jesus meant by his stories is because we do not always know who he was addressing, whether individuals, supporters, enemies or a mixed crowd. When the evangelists compiled the Gospels they did not take that question into account. They were more interested in how the subject could be used in their storyline! Sometimes it was having to force a square peg into a round hole! 
A second problem comes because they also sometimes combined sayings about similar subjects (e.g. salt or demons) but given on different occasions. This is one problem today. 
The saying, 'So the last will be first and the first will be last' (v. 16), cannot be the conclusion of the original parable. For one thing, despite the translation in the Missal, the owner’s instructions to his bailiff do not determine the order in which they are to be paid. His words could be translated quite accurately: “Pay them their wages, including the last as well as the first”

The order in which the labourers are paid is irrelevant and is not the point of the story. Moreover this same saying occurs in several other situations (see Matthew 19:30, Mark 10:31 and Luke 13:30). It was clearly just an authentic saying of Jesus which the gospel authors used as it suited them. 
Furthermore, the landowner’s instruction "Call the workers and pay them their wages, starting with the last arrivals and ending with the first." seemed to represent a reversal of rank that would take place at judgment and the saying would therefore appear to be perfectly appropriate. But it is so only at first sight because the wage is still the same in all cases. 

The parable, then, originally ended at v. 15, and the summation of it is in the last phrase 'because I am generous.' 
It is this goodness that explains the apparently capricious conduct of the householder. For, indeed, at first sight, it does seem unfair to us that all the workers were to receive the same wage. But when we understand his motive we see his actions in a different light. 
A denarius represented a day's wage, just enough to support a family; anything less, and especially payment for a single hour, would be inadequate. It is because he had pity on them that the owner called them to his vineyard in the first place and it is because he has pity on them that he pays them all a full wage in the second. There is nothing arbitrary in his conduct - it is the action of man who is full of compassion for the poor. So, too, does God act, for God is all goodness and mercy. This was the original message of the parable.
But if we look at it again we shall see that it has a twist that is so frequent in the stories of Jesus. 
First we have the hiring of the labourers and instruction about their payment (vv. 1-8), and then follows the indignation of the recipients who feel themselves cheated (vv. 9-15). 
It is natural that the emphasis falls on the second part. Because that is so here, we should realize that the parable is aimed at Moaning Minnies. 
The fact is: God is not 'fair!' The parable shows what God is like, full of compassion for the poor, biased in favour of the defenceless. The parable points out how wrong-headed it is to be scandalized by this goodness. Matthew is hitting out at some 'begrudgers' within his own community. God's prodigal goodness is an affront to human level-headedness. God's love of sinners is taken as an insult to the pious. 
The parable of the good employer defends Jesus' special concern for the marginal in Jewish society ('a friend of tax collectors and sinners,' according to Matt 11:19). A recurring complaint against his ministry was his association with disreputable people, an association that he never denied: 'I came not to call the righteous, but sinners' (Matt 9:13). 
This parable, like that of the Prodigal Son (Luke 15:11-32), defends this association by appealing to the generosity of God. Just as it is possible to entitle Luke’s story, the 'Prodigal Father,' so one can call Matt 20:1-15 the 'Prodigal Employer.' 
Notwithstanding Moaning Minnies, Matthew makes the parable the answer to Peter’s question “We have left everything and followed you. What is in it for us?” (Matt 19:23-30). 
They will indeed be rewarded, for they will sit on twelve thrones. receive a hundred fold and inherit eternal life. But then comes Jesus’ warning that Matthew quotes, “Many that are first will be last and the last first” (19;30) 
Who was Matthew thinking about when he wrote this? One of the situations at the time, in which the saying was used was to justify the place of Gentiles in the Church over against Jews, but that was not so when Jesus originally said these words. 

So, who was Jesus thinking about as ‘the many’ and ‘the last’? We cannot be certain and are driven to our imagination, but it seems to me that it is of a piece with the rest of his teaching. 
God’s thinking is not the same as ours. His priorities are often the reverse of mankind’s. We try to manipulate God to satisfy our short term aims, instead of conforming to his long term will. 
The parable of the labourers in the vineyard seems to me to be a warning to the Christians in Matthew's Church not to hanker after rewards. Rewards are not denied, but they are not the reason that we are Christians. We have not joined for the money. Blessings should always come as a surprise. They are always undeserved. We have to make constant conscious mental attitudes to be alive to this. 
The setting provided by an evangelist naturally reflects his own concern and for Matthew the parable of the workers in the vineyard is to explain Jesus' promise of reward to disciples (19:27:30). 
It is equally clear that that is not the point that Jesus had been making. For Jesus, the parable surely has to do with God's generosity which transcends human standards and even our imagination. 
