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First look at the Gospels for September and you might think they are about forgiveness; and they are.  But they are also about generosity.  The first Sunday we have a lesson from Matthew 18:15-20.  It’s about how to deal with offenses by another.  First, talk to the person; then have others as witnesses and try again; then bring it to the larger community.  No one likes to be called on their (our) bad or offensive behavior.  They (we) get defensive; they (we) explain; they (we) rationalize.  It is the generous spirit that goes and talks one on one; brings a couple of others to support, if necessary; before broadcasting to the community.  It is the generous spirit that is willing to face the ire of another to prevent embarrassment to them.  This is the spirit of generosity and love that Jesus wants us to cultivate (remember last month: Jesus was all about being a planter of seeds!).

This first Sunday’s Gospel lesson ends with “Again, truly I tell you, if two of you agree on earth about anything you ask, it will be done for you by my Father in heaven.” (Mt. 18:19) This struck me as something to address.  Why, if this is true, does this pandemic continue?!?  Did Jesus lie?!?  Does the Father not listen?!?  Are we not asking enough?!?  The answer is “NO” to all three.  No, Jesus did not lie; no, the Father does listen; and no, we are asking.  As with all things, God is answering in His time.  Perhaps, He is answering in a way we are not expecting or a way we don’t want to hear; perhaps, He is giving us time to stop and listen rather than being constantly busy; perhaps, like all good parents do at times, He is keeping silent and letting us figure it out for ourselves.  I do not know the answer to why He does not miraculously make it all go away because, although made in the likeness and image of God, I do not have the mind of God.  But I do know that my faith tells me there is a purpose and that I need to trust in His plan for me and for the world; and pray!

The second Sunday has a Gospel lesson full of powerful images!  Jesus weary and Peter coming to ask just one more question; a slave being brought before his master; the relief that the slave had that his family and himself were not being sold AND that his debt was forgive; that same slave seizing another by the throat demanding payment; the fear and everything else that same slave went through when brought back into the presence of the master.  These images again bring forth the idea of generosity.  Jesus generously answering Peter’s question; the generosity of the master forgiving the debt; the lack of that same generosity by the slave; the revoking of the generosity given.  From this Luke 6:38, “Give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, and running over, will be poured into your lap. For with the measure you use, it will be measured to you.” comes to my mind.  This is how God is.  That forgiveness: not 7 times but 77 times; not you get what you give but running over; not grace because it is earned or merited but because it’s needed; love not because you loved first but because He cannot help but love.  God seems to have an issue, some days, with need and enough.  You say you need – God gives and keeps giving; He cannot reach enough because He is infinite – and that’s what He gives – the infinite.  Infinite love, grace, forgiveness, understanding but, as with this Gospel and with Luke, the expectation is that we are as generous as He is with our love, forgiveness, and understanding.

THAT’S NOT FAIR!!!  If you were ever a parent or hung around with children that phrase is at once one of the most feared and the most loved.  Loved because a child has realized that sometimes things are not fair and, we hope, will try to make thing fair in their dealings with others and feared because we want things to be fair.  The third Sunday’s Gospel is about generosity AND fairness.  This a parable told by Jesus of a landowner hiring laborers.  He begins the day and hires people to work in the vineyard at an agreed upon pay.  They go to work.  The landowner continues to hire throughout the day but note, there is no agreed upon price for the rest of the day’s workers, just that it would be “right”.  End of the day comes, and everyone is paid the same.  There is grumbling and complaining by the ones WHO HAD AGREED UPON THE DAY’S WAGE.  Possibly by others but it’s not stated.  Why: because they didn’t get more!  Generosity, by definition, is not “fair”.  It is: “showing a readiness to give more of something than is strictly necessary or expected”.  This is what we are called to do through our faith and our baptism.  To go beyond.  To do more.  To give more.  We are called to generosity.  A large portion of the reason for the call is because we have been given more.  If we call for fairness, then how can we ask for mercy?  Fairness would be death and the end.  The payment for sin is death.  We all sin.  Therefore, we all die.  BUT God is generous.  He sent Jesus, His own Son, to pay that debt of sin and through JESUS’S obedience and death, we received salvation and, through faith and baptism, became co-heirs of Heaven.  With this kind of generosity as an example, how can we complain about our little moments of unfairness or crow about our moments of generosity?


The last Sunday in September we have Jesus being questions by the chief priests and elders.  He answers with a question and then tells the parable of the two sons: the first says no but does what was asked; the second says yes to his father and doesn’t do what was asked.  Jesus ends by asking which had done the will of the father.  Everyone answered the first one did the will of the father.  There are a few points to ponder.  First, we presume that what we perceive as God’s will is what it really is and is what we do/did.  But … (you all knew that was coming!) how often do we use that phrase, “God’s Will” (usually when something bad happens, by the way)?  As with the parable that Jesus told, we all assume that the father’s will was that the sons went to the vineyard but was that truly the father’s will?  Maybe the father’s will was that his sons told him the truth of what would happen.  In that case, neither of them did the father’s will.  Or maybe they both did the father’s will because they answered honestly what their intention was at the time.  How can we know the mind of the father or God at any point?  We don’t.  We need to remember that God doesn’t need us.  In fact, God seems to work quite well all by himself and more often, despite us helping.  What we need to remember is that God ALLOWS us to be participants in His will.  He allows us to be generous with the gifts He gives us.  He allows us to be generous with His love and understanding.  He allows us to give back to Him what He first gave to us.  Note how Jesus ends this discourse: with a reminder that the tax collectors and prostitutes listened, believed, and changed and therefore are going into the kingdom of God ahead of those who, although they see themselves as righteous, are not.
