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Fifteenth Sunday after Trinity 2017 

Jonah 3: 10 – 4: end; Matthew 20: 1 – 16 

 

In the old fashioned Communion service that we use at 

8.00am on a Sunday morning and on a Wednesday 

there comes a point at which the Priest recites the 

Comfortable Words of Jesus.  The Priest says “Hear 

what comfortable words our Saviour Christ saith unto 

all that truly turn to him” and then recites various 

verses from Scripture.  It all leads us to assume that 

the primary purpose of Jesus is to comfort us and that 

Jesus is someone we can be comfortable with. 

 

But in this morning’s Gospel reading we hear Jesus 

saying the Kingdom of God operates in a way that 

causes understandable resentment.  The wages paid by 

Kingdom of Heaven plc are not calculated by an effort 

related pay formula, let alone a performance related 

pay formula.  It doesn’t even matter what time you 

turn up.  And because it’s in the Bible, and because it’s 

Jesus telling the story, and because we all want to be 

pious and have our piety receptors switched on rather 

than our common sense receptors, we nod our heads 

and all concur that the Gospel reading is a fitting 

parable of what our Lord has said that the last will be 

first, and the first will be last.  

 

But just imagine that this wasn’t a parable in the Bible, 

but that the Bridlington Free Press were reporting that 

at Aldi supermarkets you got paid a full day’s wage, no 

matter what time you turn up:  there would be outrage 

on behalf of the people who have the decency to turn 

up at the beginning of the shift.  When people just turn 

up and get a hand-out it causes resentment.  And it’s 

not hard to see why. 

 

The East Riding of Yorkshire Council is having to take 

its quota of Syrian refugees.  Some have already 

arrived in Brid and it’s said that council housing in our 

parish is to be allocated to others.  And people are 

getting their knickers in a twist already.  The rumours 

mills are going; and I’ve had it reported to me this 
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week that the word on the block is that the refugees 

are getting preferential treatment; that the council are 

doing more extensive work in preparing the property 

for them than they would before letting it to British 

people who have fulfilled their part of the social 

contract by contributing to society for years etc. etc. 

etc. 

 

Now, in a sense it doesn’t matter whether this is true 

or not.  The point is that it is the perception that is 

created by resentment as soon as someone just arrives 

and gets a hand-out.  It’s human nature now; it was 

human nature when Jesus told his parable about the 

owner of the vineyard paying the same wage to people 

he’d hired at different times of day; and it was human 

nature way back in pre-Old Testament times when 

people started telling themselves the stories that are 

now in the Old Testament like the delightful, cartoon-

like story of Jonah sulking because the people of 

Nineveh didn’t deserve to get the forgiveness God 

allowed them. 

It’s human nature.  And it seems there’s a chasm 

between human nature on the one hand and the 

Kingdom of God on the other.  We need to work out 

whether Jesus does anything about that chasm; or 

whether we should just shrug our shoulders and say 

that it’s inevitable that people will work themselves 

into a frenzy about Syrian refugees coming over here 

and taking all our council houses. 

 

We need to be clear that Jesus does not obliterate that 

chasm.  God is God, and we are us.  I realise the Book 

of Isaiah was written before the earthly life of Jesus 

but we still need to take its wisdom on board when 

Isaiah says that god’s ways are not our ways, nor are 

his thoughts our thoughts.  There is an otherness 

about God which we should revere. 

 

The aim of the worship here at the Priory is to use 

ritual and music to transport us into this otherness in 

a way which is more than rational, or supra-rational.  

As we leave the age of modernity and rationalism and 
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enter into an age of post-modernity it is no 

coincidence that, rather than responding to the Bible 

being expounded and choosing whether to accept 

propositions that can be gleaned from it, the greatest 

growth in the church is through Cathedral Choral 

Evensongs.  And, of course, Choral Evensong will be 

sung here this evening at 6.30pm.  It’s all about being 

drawn into the divinity of God by expanding our souls 

in ways which are beyond understanding.  It’s also why 

we have concerts here and engage with the visual arts.  

It’s not all about fund-raising:  it’s about awakening 

our souls. 

 

So Jesus doesn’t obliterate that otherness, the divinity 

of God.  But he does draw that divinity into our 

humanity and our humanity into that divinity.  And 

that means that none of us need be limited or defined 

entirely by our human nature.  There is in each of us 

the potential to transcend our human nature and 

through Christ and in his Spirit to be Christ-like and to 

enact in our lives the values of the Kingdom of Heaven. 

When Jesus said “Unless you become like one of these 

you will never enter the Kingdom of heaven” he was 

referring to children.  As a governor of Headlands 

School I am pleased and proud to report the heart-

warming sight of teenage Syrian refugees being 

included in games of soccer at lunchtime on the 

playing fields.  Although these lads cannot speak 

English, friendship is being kindled and integration 

fostered through the international language of kicking 

a ball around a field.  Those generous-hearted students 

are modelling Christ-likeness.  And those who model 

Christ-likeness become the living sacraments through 

which the Kingdom of God spreads. 

 

Neither the workers, who in the story had worked all 

day, nor Jonah had the grace to be able to witness 

God’s generosity.  Let us pray that we have the grace 

not only to witness it but to participate in it and also to 

be blessed by it as the diversity of our community is 

enriched. 

Amen. 


