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Whenever I prepare a homily I usually look for a beautiful story that illustrates the gospel for that day.  The gospel today is quite a story.  So I didn’t have to look for one.

If you reflect and meditate on today’s gospel, it is tempting to join the workers in their protest against the vineyard owner’s “unfair labor practices.” He pays the same amount to the workers for unequal hours of work.  

But a closer look reveals that no injustice has been committed since all the workers received the agreed amount.  That the owner pays a full day’s wage to those who worked for a mere hour speaks of his generosity toward the latecomers but not as a form of injustice directed at those who worked for an entire day.

In telling this parable, Jesus is exposing the attitude of the Pharisees who believe that the have rightfully “earned” salvation by their strict observance of the laws.  To the Pharisees, it is unthinkable that one who has not closely observed the laws could be on equal footing with them before the Lord.  They believe that the veteran do-gooders deserve to be at the head of the line while the Johnnies-come-lately follow behind.

But the parable is addressed not only to the Pharisees but to all of us who harbor this erroneous notion.  We behave like the Pharisees when we reduce our religiosity to the fulfillment of obligations or the discharge of duties.  Though we may be unaware of it, we present demands to the Lord. And when these are not fulfilled to the letter, we become enraged.

Feeling like victims, we ask ourselves: “Why is my neighbor, who is a crook, more blessed in life?  Why do I continue to suffer this miserable existence?  Why hasn’t God rewarded my faithfulness to him?”  Rather than count our blessing and be grateful to the Lord, we grumble and gripe.

We know of people who turn to the Lord at a very late stage in their life.  There are even those who received God on their deathbed.  

To Christians who feel that living their faith is an onerous burden, these latecomers to the fold are to be envied.  They did not have to strive to be good Christians all their lives but only at the last hour.  

But those who feel this way miss the point. They fail to realize that while they lived in the presence of the Lord, their neighbors spent year groping for the light, searching for meaning of life.

St. Augustine, who himself did not walk the way of the Lord at once, said that nobody should envy him for his past. He went on to say that every time his sinful past came to mind, he would feel the torment of hell.

God comes to each of us at a different stage of our life, just like the vineyard owner who goes out five times looking for workers.  We must keep in mind that it is he who calls us.  He takes the initiative, but it is up to us to respond to his call.  

If we pay attention to our own response, we will cease to be envious of our neighbors.  We will come to realize that everyone is called to the vineyard – at one’s own time, given one’s own situation.

And so, as we return to the altar, let us thank God for the zeal and inspiration of Johnnies-come-lately who have been called at a later hour to work in the vineyard of God’s kingdom.

And let us ask God to inspire and motivate us to join them in working harder, also, to bring in great harvest that is out there.

Then in heaven we will all rejoice together, singing the praises of our God, who have been so merciful, so forgiving, and so generous to all of us.
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