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Sermon Title: Is God Too Gracious?

Grace to you and peace, from God our Father, and the Lord and Savior Jesus
Christ. Amen.

Some of you who were Roman Catholics in the 80s and 90s might remember
Joseph Cardinal Bernadine who served as Archbishop of Chicago until his death in 1996.
Archbishop Bernadine was suffering from a serious illness, and heard those words that
nobody wants to hear: he was told by his doctors that he had no more than a year to live.
You or | might have taken that as an invitation to relax and enjoy what little time we have
left in this world. But Bernadine was one of those whose call to ministry was so profound,
that he took it as an invitation to make good use of every minute left. And so he didn’t
retire, as many expected he might, but threw himself into his work with an unmatched
fervor.

| remember reading a newspaper article about Archbishop Bernadine during that
last year. It seems that there was a death row inmate in the Chicago area who heard
about Bernadine’s health. He wanted to visit with a man who, like he, was facing death.
So he wrote the Archbishop’s office, and the Archbishop decided to meet with this man. |
can’t remember exactly what this person’s crime was, but | do remember being disgusted
when | read about it. What | found even more offensive, though, was the report of their
visit. Bernadine said that after talking with one another, the death row inmate expressed
a sense of remorse for what he had done. The Archbishop told him that if he was truly
sorry for his sin, God would forgive him. And he went further to say that although the two
of them would die in drastically different ways, in a year or two they would be in the same
place.

| don’t know about you, but | don’t want to hear that. What if this man’s crime had
been committed against one of my boys? It is hard for me to imagine a dedicated servant
of the church spending eternity with someone who had committed some brutal act of evil.
| found myself thinking, “That’s what’s wrong with the church these days — we need to
take sin more seriously. Not make it so easy to feel forgiven. Raise the bar a bit so
people will try harder. Bernadine may want to forgive this guy, but | don’t want to hear
about it.”

But if my response is: “That’s what’s wrong with the church these days,” then the
response of this morning’s Bible lessons is probably: “That’s what’s wrong with
Risendal.”

In our first lesson, Jonah was called to travel to Nineveh and bring them God’s
word. Jonah, instead, boarded a ship headed in the opposite direction — to the far off
city of Tarshish. He didn’t do that because he was afraid of how the Ninevites would treat
him. He didn’t do that because he doubted that God could effectively work through him to
reach a group of foreigners. He did it for exactly the opposite reason: he was afraid that
God would succeed in working through him, and would bring that city to repentance and
forgiveness. For Jonah, that's the last thing in the world that he wanted to have happen.
Nineveh was the capitol city of Israel’s great enemy, the Assyrian Empire. And Jonah
certainly didn’t want his enemy to receive God’s forgiveness. So he rebelled every step
of the way.

As you probably remember, with the help of an angry storm, frightened sailors, and
a faithful fish, God brought Jonah to Nineveh after all. Now this city was so great, that it
took a person three days to walk from end to end. So like a spoiled child, Jonah stomped
a day’s journey into the city, and then simply shouted out: Forty days more, and Nineveh
shall be overthrown! Not much of a sermon. Not much of a delivery. And certainly not a
preacher with much heart in his message. But God was able to take that reluctant
proclamation and make the miraculous happen. The whole city, from the King to the
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lowliest servant, repented of their evil ways. Even the animals fasted, and wore garments of mourning. i They
turned to the God of Jonah and Israel. They received forgiveness for all their sins. And Jonah was furious.

It's hard to hear God calling, when that call doesn’t match up with what we hoped to hear. It's hard to
have our preconceived notions challenged by God’s word, in a way that forces us to give up some cherished
belief or way of doing things. But so often in the story of God’s faithful people, that is what happens. People’s
lives are entirely changed by a God who breaks in and offers a different way of seeing things — a different
direction for ministry to take. Think of the stories: Adam. Abraham. Moses. David. Jonah. Peter and the
disciples. The Apostle Paul. God’s touch in their lives brought changes that they never could have anticipated
— changes that some of them opposed, at first, with all their might. But changes that drew them into the
gracious and powerful work that God was doing in the world. Changes that allowed them to become part of this
story of faith that we share.

In this morning’s Gospel lesson, we hear the parable of the Landowner and the Vineyard. From an
economic point of view, it is another shocking parable — one that’s got to make any small business owner
uncomfortable. This landowner goes out into the marketplace at the break of day, at nine o’clock, at noon, at
three, at five, and just before quitting time. Each time he goes out, he finds workers and sends them into the
vineyard. Then, when quitting time comes, every worker is paid exactly the same: a full day’s wages. Those
who worked all day in the hot sun, and who were paid what they were promised, suddenly realized that they
would have received just as much if they had only worked an hour or two. They were furious.

So are Jesus’ disciples. They have given up so much to become his core group of followers. They left
behind their families and their boats and their means of surviving, to follow him around the Galilean hillside.
They were the first to get involved in what would eventually become the Christian Church. They hope to
receive some special standing in his kingdom for their effort. But now they learn from Jesus that even those
who come to faith at the last minute will be in just as good of shape as them in God’s kingdom. That hardly
seems fair to them. Three years of following Jesus from village to village, leaving homes and families behind...
they thought that should earn them some sort of preferential treatment in God’s kingdom.

I’'m tempted to look down my nose at them for thinking in that way, but I'm afraid that I’'m probably not all
that different. I've worked most of my life to try and be faithful to God. It hasn’t always been easy. And | haven’t
always succeeded. But I've been trying. And I've made some sacrifices along the way because of it. Now if 'm
reading this parable correctly, and I'm pretty sure that | am, Jesus teaches me that someone could live a
remarkably evil life, and at the very last moment turn to Christ, and receive the same reward as me. | don’t
want to hear that. It just isn’t fair. But it is the way God works. God who is gracious, not fair. God who gives us
what we need, not what we deserve. God who knows that you and | have one thing in common with the most
horrible of criminals: that we are all in need of the gift of Christ’s forgiveness. And God is more than willing to
share it — with us and through us — and with anyone else who needs it and desires it.

That’s why it seems especially appropriate that these lessons should be our focus on this, Saint Peter’s
first “Friendship Sunday.” This is a day when we consider what it means to become part of God’s effort to
extend the reaches of grace farther than ever before. Those of you who have brought friends with you to
worship this morning: just as God worked through Jonah and Jesus and Joseph Cardinal Bernadine, God is
working through you to tell others that they are welcome here in midst of God’s family. Those of you who have
been invited to worship here this morning: just as God welcomed Ninevites and first century outsiders and a
criminal in the late 1990s, God welcomes people like you and me into the wonder of grace and mercy.

We are here to celebrate the reality that God welcomes us all: sinners and saints; rich and poor; foolish
and wise; women and men; adults and children. It is good to have this parable of Jesus as a reminder that God
loves us and welcomes us just as fully as the most faithful saints who have ever lived. And we are here this
morning to remember that God has called each of us to welcome others into this grace: those whom we love
and cherish, as well as those we’d rather keep at a distance. It is good to have the story of Jonah to remind us
that even our most flawed efforts at welcoming others can become a powerful tool in God’s hands.

May God fill our hearts with grace, and make us to be gracious people. And through that, may others
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come to an even fuller experience of our God. Amen.

David J. Risendal, Pastor

First Lesson: "
When God saw what they did, how they turned from their evil ways, God changed his mind about
the calamity that he had said he would bring upon them; and he did not do it.

But this was very displeasing to Jonah, and he became angry. He prayed to the LORD and said, “O
LORD! Is not this what | said while | was still in my own country? That is why | fled to Tarshish at the
beginning; for | knew that you are a gracious God and merciful, slow to anger, and abounding in
steadfast love, and ready to relent from punishing. And now, O LORD, please take my life from me, for it
is better for me to die than to live.” And the LORD said, “Is it right for you to be angry?” Then Jonah went
out of the city and sat down east of the city, and made a booth for himself there. He sat under it in the
shade, waiting to see what would become of the city.

The LORD God appointed a bush, and made it come up over Jonah, to give shade over his head, to
save him from his discomfort; so Jonah was very happy about the bush. But when dawn came up the
next day, God appointed a worm that attacked the bush, so that it withered. When the sun rose, God
prepared a sultry east wind, and the sun beat down on the head of Jonah so that he was faint and asked
that he might die. He said, “It is better for me to die than to live.”

But God said to Jonah, “Is it right for you to be angry about the bush?” And he said, “Yes, angry
enough to die.” Then the LORD said, “You are concerned about the bush, for which you did not labor and
which you did not grow; it came into being in a night and perished in a night. And should | not be
concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and twenty thousand
persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many animals?” "

Gospel Lesson (English):

“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers
for his vineyard. After agreeing with the laborers for the usual daily wage, he sent them into his vineyard.
When he went out about nine o’clock, he saw others standing idle in the marketplace; and he said to
them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, and | will pay you whatever is right.” So they went. When he went
out again about noon and about three o’clock, he did the same. And about five o’clock he went out and
found others standing around; and he said to them, ‘Why are you standing here idle all day?’ They said to
him, ‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, “You also go into the vineyard.” When evening
came, the owner of the vineyard said to his manager, ‘Call the laborers and give them their pay,
beginning with the last and then going to the first.” When those hired about five o’clock came, each of
them received the usual daily wage. Now when the first came, they thought they would receive more; but
each of them also received the usual daily wage. And when they received it, they grumbled against the
landowner, saying, ‘These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have
borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.” But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, | am doing
you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? Take what belongs to you and go; |
choose to give to this last the same as | give to you. Am | not allowed to do what | choose with what
belongs to me? Or are you envious because | am generous?’ So the last will be first, and the first will be
last.” ™
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Gospel Lesson (Greek):

‘Opoia ydp ¢0TIV 1) BaoIAEia TWV 0VPAVWY AVOPWTT@ 0IKODETTTOTY, GOTIG ¢ENABEV dua TTpwi
MIOBWOoaoBal £PYATAG EIG TOV AUTTEAWVA OUTOU.CUPPWVACAG &¢ PETX TWV éPYaTWV €K dnvapiou TV
NEEPAV ATTEGTEINEV AVTOVG EIG TOV APTTEAWVA aUTOU.KAL £EEABV TTEPL TPITNV OpaV £(0eV GAAOUG £0TWTAG
&V T1] Ayopa’ apyoUgKai KEIVOIG £{TTEV: UTTAYETE KAl VYEIG €LG TOV auTTEAWVA, Kai O éav 1) dikalov dWow
Upiv.ol 8¢ ammABov. TTaAIV [5¢] £€eABv TTepL €KTNV KAl EVATNV (OPaV £TTOINTEV (OAUTWG.TTEPL B¢ THV
EVOEKATNV ¢EEABV €UpeV GANOUG £0TWTAG Kai AEyel aUTOIG: Ti (0OE ETTAKATE ANV TNV Nuépav
APYOi;AEyouaIv avTe* 6T OUDELG HOG EMICBWOATO. Aéyel aUTOIG UTTAYETE Kai DWEIS €1G TOV
apTreAWVa.oywiag d¢ yevopévng Aéyel 6 KUPIOG TOU AUTTEAWVOG T TTITPOTIw AvTOU" KAAETOV TOUG ¢pydTag
KOL ATTOS0G avTOIG TOV MIOBOV APEAUEVOG ATTO TWV ¢0XATWY WG TWV TTPWTWV.KaL ENBOVTEG Of TTEPL TNV
EVBEKATNV Opav éAaov ava dnvapiov.kai éABOVTEG oi TTpwTol évopigav GTi TTAgiov AfuyovTal- Kai
¢Napov [10] ava dnvdpiov Kai avToi. AaBOVTEG B¢ ¢yOyyulov KATX TOU 0iKkOdEOTIOTOUAEYOVTEG: OUTOI OL
éoxarol piav pav moinaav, Kai {ooug 1uiv avTovg £TToinoag Toig BacTdoact To BAPog TNG 1HEPAG Kai
TOV KQUOWVA.6 8¢ ATTOKPIBEIG Vi avTWV eTTEV- £TAIPE, OVK ABIKUS OE- OUXL dNVAPIOU CUVEPWVNOOG
HOL,APOV TO OOV Kai UTTaye. BEAw 8¢ ToUTw Tw €0XATe douval g Kai 0oi-[f}] OUK £EeaTIv poI & BEAW
TToINOal &V TOIG ¢HOIG; 1) 6 OPBAAPOG Gou TTOVNPAG €0TIV 6TI eyw GyaBdg eii;00TWG €é00VTal Of é0XaTol
TIPWTOI Kai ol TpwTor éoxaror.

When the news reached the king of Nineveh, he rose from his throne, removed his robe, covered himself with
sackcloth, and sat in ashes. Then he had a proclamation made in Nineveh: “By the decree of the king and his
nobles: No human being or animal, no herd or flock, shall taste anything. They shall not feed, nor shall they drink
water. Human beings and animals shall be covered with sackcloth, and they shall cry mightily to God. All shall turn
from their evil ways and from the violence that is in their hands. Who knows? God may relent and change his mind;
he may turn from his fierce anger, so that we do not perish.” — Jonah 3:10-4:11, New Revised Standard Version
Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States
of America).

A list of Bible lessons for the coming weeks is available at www.elca.org/dcm/worship/church_year/lectionary.html.
Jonah 3:10-4:11, New Revised Standard Version Bible (© 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National
Council of the Churches of Christ in the United States of America).

Ibid., St. Matthew 20:1-16,

St. Matthew 20:1-16, The Greek New Testament, Aland, Kurt, Black, Matthew, Martini, Carlo M., Metzger, Bruce
M., and Wikgren, Allen, (© 1983, Deutsche Bibelgesellschaft Stuttgart). To display the Greek text correctly, choose
Palatino Linotype font.
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