14th Sunday after Pentecost, Sept. 18, 2011, Matthew 20: 1-16; The Rev. Mary S. Trainor
Today is “Bring a friend to Church day” and preparing for this special day brought me back mentally to my first Sunday in an Episcopal Church.  It was back in 1981 and I was going through a really tough time in my life – and I felt alone and weighed down with my problems. I had not been going to church for several years.  A friend of mine at work invited me to come to the Episcopal Church – just to sing – I love to sing (even though I do not have a very good or trained voice) -- and so I went to the Wednesday night choir practice.  I had two small squirming, loud children in tow – the church people said, “no problem, bring them along.”  I enjoyed choir practice.  The church people invited me to come to church on Sunday….so I did. And I found myself in choir robes sitting in the front of the church – where everyone could see me, and I had no clue how to follow along in the service.  All those books in the pews and the bulletin to follow!  The others just quietly helped me. I will never forget how nice those people were to me, in spite of how little I knew and how very ordinary my singing was.  They accepted me and showed love for me whenever I showed up.  At first I rationalized going to church because of my children, and then one day I realized that I was going to church for myself – because I really did meet God there, through the worship and sacrament and the people.  I experienced a taste of the Kingdom of heaven then, and I have not looked back since. 

Jesus began today’s Gospel by saying, “The Kingdom of heaven is like….”  The Kingdom of heaven refers to anywhere God is in charge, the reign of God.  The Kingdom of heaven is experienced partially here on earth at the places where people who follow Christ hang out, where God’s way is the standard.  The Kingdom of heaven is fully experienced in completion when we actually get to heaven, but we can get a good glimpse of it right here!  

In this morning’s Gospel, Jesus is teaching about the Kingdom of heaven with a parable. A parable is a story that Jesus made up to teach us a lesson. So, who are the main characters in this parable?  The owner of the vineyard represents God, the vineyard is the world (including right here), and the day laborers are us.  In the story, we are told that the boss pays the laborers who only worked for an hour the same wage as those who worked all day!  By our worldly standards, this is outrageous – how unfair! Why are people who worked so hard in the sun all day paid the same as those who just worked one hour?  By the world’s standards, this makes absolutely no sense.
This lesson is about God’s way, not the way of the world. Jesus is teaching us about God’s generosity, about God’ grace showering upon us.  Which of us, because of our labors and efforts, deserve His love? None of us do.  We are all those laborers who were standing around, and got hired at 5 PM, only working for an hour but getting paid for a whole day.  Grace is God’s unmerited action of love towards us. This over-the-top love from God, that we don’t deserve and can’t earn, is called grace.  We do not deserve it.  We cannot earn it.  And we desperately need it.   Romans 3:23 says,“ all have sinned and fall short of the glory of God; 24 they are now justified by his grace as a gift, through the redemption that is in Christ Jesus. 25   
In the Kingdom of Heaven, here, unlike in the world out there - we are on a level playing field.  God does not have favorites; we’re each His very favorite.  It does not matter if we have been members of the church for decades or just walked in, God loves us the same.  In the world there are winners and losers, here with God in His Kingdom we are all winners, there are no losers.  
But we struggle with this.  So often I hear people say, “Oh, my life is so crazy now – I have to get my life together before I begin going to church.”  Others say, “I know myself and all the things I’ve done, and I know I don’t deserve anything from God. I can’t go to church. ”   Others might go to church off and on, but not really get involved or allow God or anyone else to get very close.   Sure, churches are not perfect – because they are full of people, and people are not perfect.  But, fortunately Jesus is the head of the Church and we are all showered with His grace as we follow Him.  Jesus shows up! 
When I think of someone who was afraid to go to church, I think of my dear mother-in-law.  Her name was Della Mae Trainor, and she was financially poor for her whole life.  In fact, when I met her she told me she never went to church because she couldn’t afford fancy church clothes.  Well, fifteen years ago, Della Mae had a massive stroke.  She was near death in a hospital near her home in California.  When I learned of this, I shared it with my mother (who lives in Milwaukee).  My mother shared this news with her best friend at the time, who turned out to have a daughter who was an Episcopal priest chaplain in the very hospital where my mother in law was critically ill.  This priest, named Pastor Johanna, went to see my mother in law the next day, and prayed for her and visited with my husband’s sister, Patty.  Della Mae got better gradually, and was able to go home – she lived in Patty’s home.  As the months went by, they asked about Pastor Johanna – so I looked her up, and low and behold she had just begun to serve as the Vicar of an Episcopal Church right nearby.  So, when we were visiting them one time, we took them to this Episcopal Church.  That was such an important day, a day that changed both Patty’s and Della Mae’s lives.  Patty quickly joined the church, having found something that day that had been missing in her life.  Della Mae also began attending regularly and loved the church, and attended for many years until she passed away, and her ashes are in the church columbarium.  Della Mae learned that she didn’t have to have fancy church clothes, she just needed to show up at church and there she was loved and accepted.  Della Mae was one of the most loving people I have ever met in my life, and she openly shared that all that love in her was from God.  
Today, September 18, by the way, is Della Mae’s birthday.
What does this story, and the story about my coming to church that I told at the beginning of the sermon, have in common?  They have two things in common:

1. people who came to church because someone invited them to come, and
2. through the church, these people (including me) responded to Jesus’ invitation to them and experienced God’s generous love
It’s all about responding “yes” to an invitation.  Too often we go it alone, plodding through in a life that is hurting and broken.
This morning, we who responded YES to the invitation are gathered together here for the purpose of worshiping God.  We are here because there is a hunger in us that only God can satisfy.  We come here just as we are, with all our warts, cellulite, physical problems, financial issues, job and relationship problems – we come as humans who recognize that we are not perfect.  Our being here matters to God, and to the other people here.  Whether it is your first time at St. John’s, or you are a regular, your being here matters.  Why does it matter?  It matters because you matter, you are a person created by God and you are a person of consequence.  It matters because there are people here who want to get to know you and be your friend.  It matters because this is a place where you can experience God directly through the sacrament. It matters because God longs to have you get to know Him better, and this is a pretty good place to do that. You see, God is already here.  
Right now, close your eyes, and just sit back ---- breathe in and as you inhale experience the breath of Jesus, the abundance of life that God wants you to have.  And, then breathe out - exhale anything that is not of God, letting go of all those things that are burdening you, that hurt you, that shame you, that frighten you.  God is big enough to lift them from you – because He loves you so much, you are His favorite child.  Sense God’s grace showering upon you, like tinkley little rain that does not get you wet -  it is warm, refreshing, renewing; it makes you feel brand new, loved, energetic, healthy, whole.  Experience a taste of the Kingdom of heaven here today.
Let us pray.  Oh God, thank you for your grace, your lavish generous love, that you give us in spite of us not doing anything to earn it.  Thank you for this wonderful place, St. John’s, where we can receive you and meet in Your Holy Name with so many others.  Thank you for loving each of us so generously. In Jesus we pray. Amen.
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