HOMILY FOR THE TWENTY-FIFTH SUNDAY OF THE YEAR A

REWARD WITHOUT MEASURE

The parable of today’s gospel follows from what has happened in the previous chapter (Matt 19:27-30).  Here Peter was concerned about how the followers of Jesus were to be rewarded.  So he said to Jesus: “We have given up everything and followed you.  What will there be for us?   Jesus said: “You will sit on twelve thrones judging the twelve tribes of Israel.  You will receive a hundred times more what you have left and will inherit eternal life.  But many who are first will be last, and the last will be first.”  After this, he set out to tell them the parable of the Laborers in the Vineyard as an expansion of his answers.

The early morning scene of men waiting to be hired for a day’s work is a scene common in our own day throughout the world.  Significant in this parable is that Jesus made a contract with those he hired first.  They were to be paid one denarius for their day’s work – the standard wage a laborer receives for a day.  And for the others he hired at 9, 12, 3 and 5 o’clock (3rd, 6th, 9th and 11th quarters respectively), he  promised to pay a fair wage.  Problem came when he instructed his steward to pay the laborers (Lev 19:13) the same amount in spite of their time of labor.  As a result, the group that started by 6 a.m. grumbled and said that the Vineyard Owner was unfair to pay them the same amount with those who came later; “we should get more than the late comers”. 
This parable has something very important to teach about God’s plan of salvation for all humanity than the Jews alone.  God called the Jews a long time ago to build his kingdom pm earth.  Now, at an apparently late hour, God was calling the Gentiles to work with them in building up the same divine kingdom.  Given the last statement of Jesus about how the first will be last and the last first, we can conclude that Peter asked his question in order to know how both were going to be rewarded.  It would be wrong if the late-comer Gentles receive same reward as the Jews ‘who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat” (verse 12).  The Jews must be entitled to first class reward. 
As a matter of fact, the reward is symbolic of God’s overall salvation for all humanity.  The reward of all who accept Jesus Christ as their Lord and Master is to be done on pro rata basis – no more, no less.  This is so because salvation has no dimensions or degrees.   The same reward (salvation and heavenly bliss) is to be given to the Christians of all ages with no preferential treatment or exclusive divine prerogatives.  This salvation, according to Peter (Acts 10:34) is to be given without partiality, to anyone from every nation, who fears God and acts uprightly.  There is no exclusive divine prerogative for the Jews as some believe.  They would not go ahead of the others just because they were the first to embrace God.  God used them as a sample test (litmus test) to begin a relation with humans and to establish a community of his people.  In this parable God is making it clear that no one is any greater than anyone else among his followers: North, South, East and West.  It does not matter when the person embraced the faith, what matters is the devotion and commitment with which our faith is lived out. 
So, God calls believers at all times of the day to his Vineyard (the Church), some respond early and some late.  An important lesson we should learn here is that reward is never given to the idle, lazy and the non functional Christians.  This will help us know how many of the fallen Christians will go to heaven who remained idle in the faith till they give up their ghost.  The sacrament of reconciliation can never be a magic wand to automatically lead such to heaven.  So, flee idleness and inactivity and respond to the invitation of God, the owner of the Vineyard (John 15:5).   All that is required of us is the readiness of the child of God to willingly follow the Master’s instructions and the ability to remain at the duty post working till the end of time.    

            

