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Dr. Kenneth Wilbur

Communion Meditation

I have to confess something to you today.  My confession is that I always feel just a tad of objection in my heart at the idea of Thanksgiving Day.  The objection is that we need a day for thanksgiving.  What’s with that?  Shouldn’t every day be Thanksgiving?  Is there any day when we shouldn’t be thankful?

But really, Thanksgiving Day is a good thing.  We should have at least a day when we emphasize how important it is to give thanks to God!

In a way we have Thanksgiving every Sunday.  As we gather at this Table we give thanks to God for Jesus Christ.  We give thanks for Jesus every day as well, I hope, but today of all days, as we take the Bread and the Cup let us truly give thanks to God for Jesus.

I’ll read the story of this Table for you from 1 Corinthians 11.

1 Corinthians 11:23-26 – For I received from the Lord what I also passed on to you: The Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread, and when he had given thanks, he broke it and said, "This is my body, which is for you; do this in remembrance of me." In the same way, after supper he took the cup, saying, "This cup is the new covenant in my blood; do this, whenever you drink it, in remembrance of me." For whenever you eat this bread and drink this cup, you proclaim the Lord's death until he comes. 

“Payday”

Our Scripture reading is a parable of Jesus that is found in the 20th chapter of Matthew.  We’ll read the first 16 verses:

Matthew 20:1-16 – "For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire men to work in his vineyard. He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent them into his vineyard. 

"About the third hour he went out and saw others standing in the marketplace doing nothing. He told them, 'You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay you whatever is right.' So they went. 

   "He went out again about the sixth hour and the ninth hour and did the same thing.

About the eleventh hour he went out and found still others standing around. He asked them, 'Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?' 

" 'Because no one has hired us,' they answered. 
      "He said to them, 'You also go and work in my vineyard.' 

"When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, 'Call the workers and pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the first.' 

"The workers who were hired about the eleventh hour came and each received a denarius. So when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. But each one of them also received a denarius. When they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. 'These men who were hired last worked only one hour,' they said, 'and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.' 

"But he answered one of them, 'Friend, I am not being unfair to you. Didn't you agree to work for a denarius? Take your pay and go. I want to give the man who was hired last the same as I gave you. Don't I have the right to do what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?' 

 "So the last will be first, and the first will be last."

 If you’re like me you feel some sympathy for those people who were hired to work in the vineyard at the earliest hour of the day.  I think that we, as Americans, have an acute sense of fair play.  Maybe not all people feel this as strongly as we do.  I think that perhaps those who live under a dictatorship where  things are just the way they are and you don’t complain about it might not be so upset about this, but we are used to having our freedom and being able to question the fairness of our transactions. But I think we should take a closer look before we jump to conclusions about how we feel about what Jesus is saying in His story.

In this parable, Jesus is speaking against a specific group of people.  It’s the Pharisees.  These were the religious people in the society.  You know, perhaps if you think about it, we are in some ways like the Pharisees.  We are the “Christians”.  We have a long history of serving God.  The Pharisees were the ones who had worked in the vineyard for a long time.  They had carefully kept the Law of Moses all of their lives.  They went to the temple when they were supposed to and made all of the required offerings and sacrifices.  They observed the Sabbath.  They had worked their whole life long in God's vineyard and they expected a reward, a seat among the righteous.

But what about those “other people”?  What about ones who had become “unclean” because they dealt with Gentiles?  Worse, what about those tax collectors?  They aren’t just dealing with Gentiles, they are collecting money from their fellow Jews so that the Romans can keep ruling over them.  That is really awful!  And how about those prostitutes?  They’re living in sin every single day!  What about those simple, coarse fishermen?  They don’t have the time to be going to the temple as much as they should.  They don’t have the money for all those offerings and sacrifices.  Surely the Pharisees don’t think of them as being righteous folks.

Now Jesus comes along and says that God has chosen to show his great love and kindness by forgiving sinners.  A new age has dawned, the age of grace.

“No!” the Pharisees say, “We object!  How dare you suggested that sinners can be made fit in an instant!  God doesn’t just forgive sin and clean people up!  They have to obey the Law of Moses.  They have to work.   They have to be deserving – like me!” This is the mindset of the Pharisees. 
“What if God wants to generous?  What if He wants to be kind and forgiving.  What if God wants to declare a general amnesty, to simply forgive people for their sins because he wants to be merciful?  What are you losing if God does that?  You are losing nothing!”  So Jesus tells them this parable.
What Jesus is saying to us now is, “Spiritually God can save everyone.  He wants to.  So you should invite everyone.  Don’t discriminate, and don’t hold back.  Don’t say, ‘O, I don’t think they would fit so well in our church.’  Invite and welcome everyone.”

But I think this parable is also about thanksgiving.  

What if we see someone with nicer shoes than we have?  Are we jealous?  Do we become angry with God?  Do we begin to despise the shoes we have, just because someone else has better ones?  Do we become unthankful?  This is what the Pharisees were doing.

Thanksgiving is all about having gratitude for what we do have – no matter what someone else has.  Or maybe that other person has escaped tragedy, while you have experienced disappointment or loss.  We who belong to Christ stand in God's grace.  If that is true, nothing else really matters.

I’m going to finish by telling this story that I probably have told you before.  It’s about an elderly lady who stands up in church to give her testimony.  She has only 2 teeth left, she says, but she is rejoicing because "they hit."

That's what I’m talking about!  We need to be truly thankful for what we have no matter what He may be doing for someone else. 

Benediction

The grace of the Lord Jesus Christ and the love of God and the fellowship of the Holy Spirit be with you all.  2 Corinthians 13:14

