
ARE YOU GOOD AT THE MATHEMATICS OF GOD?                                                                                      
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Now that I have your total and undivided attention with such an exciting theme for this 

sermon, let me explore what on earth I may mean by such a theme. We live in a strange 

paradoxical world. We all struggle through the very strange times that surround us with the 

daily changes in status of the COVID19 pandemic and what it means for us locally and 

nationally and internationally. We listen to the concerning political outpourings from the 

US, particularly from Donald Trump, whose statements often leave me aghast at their 

flippancy and lack of understanding and sadly apparent truthfulness. We listen to very 

nationalistic issues coming out of China and Russia and the Middle East. I think we do live in 

a strange paradoxical world.  

As I listen to the daily news, I often find myself shaking my head as I try to understand why 

people act the way they do, in violence towards others, in very selfish flouting of social 

distancing and quarantining and curfew rules during the COVID19 lockdown, in scamming 

the poor and elderly in the most brazen and heartless ways. Sometimes I listen to 

politicians, who are our elected and well-paid representatives, saying the most spiteful and 

childish things about one another, and they seem to be like undisciplined children in a noisy 

playground. We hear of the most awful things said about others on social media, and hiding 

behind anonymous names, and there is no easy way to counteract such nasty and cowardly 

and bigoted people. I also remember listening to the absurd salary packages of many of our 

top CEO’s, and those especially in the financial and banking sectors, where so much 

mismanagement and corruption has occurred. We hear of the vast sums paid to our leading 

footballers, who get paid exorbitant amounts for their ball-handling and marking and 

kicking skills, and yet, who so often show their inability to cope with that sudden wealth, or 

with the huge responsibilities of being important examples to our young people, as far as 

their drug and alcohol and sexual behaviour, and their flouting of COVID restrictions are 

concerned. What a topsy-turvy world we have created for ourselves!                                                                                            

This Sunday, we are confronted with the Gospel reading from Matthew chapter 20, where 

we encounter the strange and countercultural mathematics of God’s Kingdom, which Jesus 

expects and encourages us to follow, despite their vast differences to and clashes with our 

capitalist economic systems in the world around us. Jesus tells the disciples, and the crowds 

listening around him, a parable about a group of labourers who are in the market place 

looking to be hired for work. Along comes the owner of a vineyard to hire labourers to bring 

in his grape harvest. The owner, who is clearly meant to be a metaphor for God, has a 

rather odd way of working out salaries and daily wages. Those who were hired at the start 

of the day and worked through the blazing sun all day were paid last, and those who were 

finally hired some hours later and worked only part of the day were paid first. Not only that, 

they were all paid the same amount – a full day’s wage! No one was short changed for their 
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work, but some were certainly overpaid as they had only worked a few hours. What kind of 

mathematics, what kind of fairness is this?  

Yet the owner of the vineyard is 

paying what was agreed. It is the 

workers themselves who feel 

cheated and angry after working a 

laborious 10-hour day at the agreed 

rate, and yet those who only worked 

half or less that time are paid exactly 

the same amount. The owner seems 

to believe that it is not really the 

fault of those who only worked for a 

few hours that they couldn’t find 

work earlier. In God’s eyes we are all 

worthy of the same treatment no matter our skill set of life opportunities. Jesus himself 

constantly tried to reduce the gap of acceptance and of social and economic disadvantage 

between “the haves and the have-nots.” Indeed, in another parable of Jesus, God 

recognises and honours the small but sacrificial gift of the poor person above the larger but 

much less sacrificial gift of the much wealthier person.                                                                                                                                      

Jesus constantly confronts us with what seems to be “upside-down” thinking. He wants to 

challenge us with the paradoxes and inequities and injustices of our world and to 

encourage us to treat all people more equitably and with greater generosity and 

compassion. Some of us are given only a shorter time to work in God’s vineyard of life 

because of lack of opportunity, or life situations, or ill-health, and others are given full 

opportunity to work in fulfilling and financially successful ways most of their lifetimes. But 

all are equal in God’s scheme of things. All are worthy of access to God’s love and 

generosity.  Those gifted with more, for whatever reason, are challenged by Jesus not to 

look down on others, or to lord it over them. Instead they are to be generous and seek the 

better welfare of all.  

When Jesus tells this story about the vineyard owner, and the hired workers, most of us 

probably identified somewhat with the distress of those who worked hard for the full day in 

the heat. No wonder they grumbled. They had worked all day and clearly should be paid 

much more than those who only worked a few hours. It is understandable that we do side 

with, in workload and fairness terms, those who worked the full 10-hour day. After all, most 

of us, and our partners, have probably worked long hours and have, at times, been stressed 

and overburdened in the heat and stress and dust of the employment vineyard, so to speak. 

Then to be told that those who work less hours, or have not been able to find a job as easily 

for whatever reason, are still to be paid the same amount – we would all grumble, I think!  

So, this parable is very confronting.                                                                                                           



But if we are able to stand back a bit and view this parable from the standpoint of those 

who were standing in the market place with us, but couldn’t get the job opportunities 

offered because of lack of skills or lack of education or lack of “able-bodied-ness”, then I 

think we might feel somewhat differently. We would be so thankful for the generosity of 

the owner who paid us well, irrespective of how many hours we were able to work. What 

Jesus says God does for us is not a matter of economic pragmatism, but of God’s 

extravagant and infinite love and graciousness. It is a matter of God’s ultimate generosity of 

life to all creation, and there are always “twelve basketfuls” of blessing left over to feed 

everyone.                                                                                                                                  

Most of us are unaccustomed to such strange mathematics. We may even think 

subconsciously that if I do such and such a caring or generous thing to another, then God 

will be pleased with me and I will be deserving of God’s love. But, with God, though God 

desires our love and service and commitment as Christian disciples labouring in the 

vineyard of life, in the end, we are accountable for what we are gifted with and capable of, 

rather than comparing ourselves to others, and what they may or may not do.                                                            

Built into the heart of the Gospel is a kind of effusiveness, and generous love and 

extravagance, that refuses to be calculated and weighed out in deserving measure. 

Thankfully this is the basic nature of God. None of us is anywhere near perfect. Most of us 

are only too aware of our public and our well-hidden weaknesses and dishonesties and 

failures.                                                                             

When I was a young lad of about seven years old, back in the “days of dinosaurs”, I was 

baptised with my younger brother, Roger, who is six years younger than me. My baptism 

had apparently been ‘overlooked’ and perhaps I would never have been baptised if Roger 

had not come along!! I vaguely remember the occasion. It was a private baptism with just 

the immediate family and the Presbyterian minister. It was not overly memorable to me. 

However, in the mathematics of God, these baptisms were actually very important. Years 

later, when I was to be ordained as a Deacon in the Anglican Church as a 27-year old adult, I 

needed proof of my Baptism. My mother had lost or misplaced my Baptismal Certificate, so 

I rang the church where I had been baptised 20 years earlier.  

The church secretary informed me that there were no longer any records as the Church had 

been burnt down many years before, and all records had been lost. However, she did give 

me the phone number of the minister of the church at that time, who was now retired, as 

she thought that perhaps he may remember. I thought he would definitely not remember. 

However, I was proved wrong and I was totally amazed.  That minister said he remembered 

my family, and he remembered that I was baptised there! He was very happy to write a 

declaration about my Baptism for the Archdiocese of Melbourne.  

Our family had not been church goers, except for brief years at Sunday School. Though, I do 

know that my parents used to give an annual donation to the Church when one of the 

Church lay elders called around to our house at Stewardship Giving time each year. The 



minister was absolutely delighted that I was going to be ordained in the Anglican Church. In 

my eyes, I had been an unimportant blip in that minister’s memory, but in God’s 

mathematics, and in that pastor’s memory, I was always an important and valued child of 

God.   

Today is set aside as Diocesan Vocations Sunday today. I little thought as a child of about 

seven, when I was baptised, that God would call me to ministry in his Church. I little 

thought as a student at Monash University studying Chemical Engineering that God would 

call me in a totally different direction into priestly ministry. But God was calling me! God 

does call each of us in some unique way to ministry of some sort in the world.  How is God 

calling you?                                                                                                                           

At our usual Communion Service, we gather at the altar together as beloved children of 

God. We stretch out our hands to receive a small sip of wine and a small piece of wafer 

bread. This is only a miniscule fraction of what it may physically take to fill our life hunger 

and our appetite. Our life’s thirsts and hungers are often so deep and so unquenchable, 

that a mere sip of wine and morsel of bread are surely not going to make any difference. 

But in the power of the Holy Spirit and the strange mathematics of God, they do.  

For me, and I hope for you, in the strange fulfilment and mathematics of God’s 

multiplication of love and grace in the Body of Christ, just one sip of wine and one morsel of 

bread is enough, not only weekly, but indeed ultimately for ever. Nevertheless, we do come 

back weekly, or when we can, to remind us of this wonderful reality and to constantly top 

up our often-wilting batteries of faith. Thankfully, God’s ways are not our ways and God’s 

measurements are not our measurements.  

We can absolutely have hope, and we can have infinitely available empowerment from 

God’s Holy Spirit, to positively cope and love and care in the midst of the absurdity and 

paradox and perversity that may go on in the world around us. As I stated earlier, today is 

Vocations Sunday for our Diocese. Vocation is a sort of jargon word for our special calling or 

work ministry in life. What special calling or vocation is God calling you to? Do you feel a 

call or have you ever felt a call in this way from God?  

Sometimes, it takes years to discern that call and maybe even longer to act upon it. 

Sometimes it is so overwhelming that you must act, just as I did as a young adult. Many of 

the great Biblical prophets and many of the Saints of the Church were initially quite 

reluctant to respond to God’s call. Try to listen to the strange mathematics of God in your 

life. Perhaps you have not yet realised God’s special calling to you in your life whether as a 

licensed Lay or Ordained Minister, or as a special carer, or person of prayer, or giver of 

compassion in God’s huge vineyard. 


