19th Sunday After Pentecost
   “WHERE DO YOU DRAW THE LINE?”


Monday night at Bible Study we got into a little bit of a discussion about how these liturgies all come together.  And actually, later this fall in Forum, we’re going to give you a two week behind the scenes look at all the pieces that go into the planning that Dr. Girvin, Pastor and I do.  It’s a good team effort.  But sometimes, all the team players don’t play fairly.  See, Pastor and I have this thing that when we’re with folks and they tell a great story, or if we see something special together, we call “dibs” for sermon illustrations.  Well, a couple of weeks ago, our dear friend Don Treich told that wonderful story about St. Patrick driving the snakes out of Ireland.  And I’m sure I called dibs on that one.  And then I pick up the bulletin a few days later, and see that Pastor has taken my story.  Now I understand, he’s getting older and his memory isn’t quite what it used to be.


For those of you who weren’t here last week, the story goes like this.  And you need the background that St. Patrick is always credited with driving all the snakes out of Ireland.  So what did St. Patrick say as he drove the snakes out of Ireland?  “Are you laddies comfortable back there?”


It was a good story, and it helped to work with a very, very difficult text.  The first lesson last week told that when the people grumbled on the Exodus, God sent poisonous snakes to kill them.  Let me say it as plainly as possible.  It’s a horrible lesson and it doesn’t belong in the lectionary.  Because one of the things the folks in our Monday evening class are learning, is that all of Scripture needs to be interpreted in light of the Gospel of God’s love.  That is why we are not literalists.  It is why we are not fundamentalists.  That’s why Pastor did such a great job last week with that difficult text (even if he did take my story).

I felt sorry for Pastor having that text.  And then I looked at mine in the Gospel today.  And while I know it may not seem readily obvious, it is every bit as difficult.  It is the parable of the laborers in the vineyard.  People that work all day, get the same thing as those that show up at last minute.  It simply isn’t fair!  But this is a parable of God’s grace and it bluntly makes it clear that God plays by a whole different set of rules than we do.  God is far more gracious.  God is far more giving.  God is far more inclusive.  And that, Jesus says, is what the kingdom is about.


Most of you know I have a second job for our Bishop, working with the Seminarians of our Synod.  One of my older fellows that came through our Candidacy process was consecrated a Deacon three years ago, and he has a most unusual ministry.  He is a hospital chaplain at one our State hospitals for the criminally insane way down in South Jersey.  He tries to share the Gospel with the very worst in our society.  And let me say it. Here’s where it gets difficult for me.  He works with murderers and people there because of horrible, horrible crimes.  He works with monsters who have hurt children.  On one of our retreats I heard someone ask him, “Harry, how can you do it?” His reply was simple, “Who needs God’s love more?”  God bless him, because frankly I don’t think I could do it.  I confess, I draw a line.  And most of us do, don’t we?  We have our own lists. These are people who can’t be forgiven.  But let’s be honest.  For most of  us, we’re pretty certain we made the cut.  It’s always someone else who came too late for the kingdom.

And that’s why I think our Gospel is so difficult today.  It’s about a God whose grace will always be greater than ours.  It’s about a kingdom that is always more inclusive than our vision.  It is about a love that reaches far, far beyond our bounds.


And while I may not always understand that grace, and while frankly, I may not like who else got in.  We need to say it, that Gospel is good news, because it boldly reminds me that on my worst day, God’s love will always be there for me.  On days when we can’t even forgive ourselves…there is an amazing grace that saves us.  Thank God.  The Gospel of the Lord.
