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I want to take you all on a walk through my brain, on a journey that I’ve been taking off and on during my seminary career. Here’s where it all starts: sometimes, I think we go to church because we have to. We go because we feel like it’s expected of us who live, study, and work at a seminary. We go because it’s our job, we go because we want to catch up with our friends, because our kids are in the choir, because there’s a good speaker today, because there’s a potluck after church and we already made the casserole. In short, we often go to church for any reason we can find that doesn’t have to do with God. We certainly don’t go because we feel the need to do anything for God. Maybe this is pessimistic, but I think most of us go to church for self-serving reasons - because we want something out of it. 
I find a number of other people walking with me on this path. Ask anybody why they’re going to the church they attend and you’ll find that reasons include “I liked the music,” “X preaches a good message,” “I felt welcomed when we first came,” “I like what this church believes,” or “They had good child care.” Now we should all know that these things are essential to attracting people to our worship services. But they all have something in common: they’re all about me! They represent church becoming a voluntary association. They’re all about what I get out of church, what my kids get out of church, how church makes me feel. We find that a great way to get people to come to church is for them to have friends that also go to church. Why? Because they want to see their friends and show their friends that they’re the kind of person who goes to church. It’s all about me. 
    But here’s where I look back and wonder if I got lost. I have a hunch that these reasons aren’t the best reasons. Ideally, shouldn’t we all go to church because we have a hunger, a craving to give praise to God as a community? Shouldn’t we want to go to church because, even though we praise God every day, we just never feel like we do it justice, so we want to get together with others and do it? Shouldn’t we look forward to church every week because of how grateful we are to God: so grateful we can’t wait to give thanks to God.
    Normally in a sermon, this would be the part where I tell you you’re going to Hell unless you feel this way. But not today. Today we need to be honest and say that these overwhelming feelings are few and far between. If they weren’t, the PC(USA) and other mainline denominations would be growing exponentially. To quote a former LPTS professor, “Every time I show up on a Sunday morning and see people in the pews, I think to myself, ‘This is a miracle!’” The truth is that it is all about us. That we do go to church for our own reasons. And though I may think these aren’t the best reasons, I also think that God calls us to be honest about our fallen nature.
    This need for honesty is where I’ve finally ended up, where I’ve found myself at the end of each of the paths I’ve traced through my head. And so, this entire service has been designed with the assumption that no one goes to church altruistically - If you go, you go for yourself. And the liturgy that we’re using tries to take that into account. We began with a focus on self: meditation and prayer. We moved into a focus on ourselves as a community, with community prayer and a song of community. And now, as if we’ve been wading in and we’ve finally made it to the deep end, we’re focusing on God.
    From the beginning, God has asked human beings to focus on something other than themselves. God didn’t bring the Egyptians out of Egypt, God brought the Israelites out of Egypt. God brought the marginalized out and led them on a journey through the wilderness. And when they formed their own society and were completely focused on survival and keeping their own community intact, God asks them to look out for foreigners. To look out for strangers among them, people who “didn’t belong” in some way, shape, or form. God asks them, ever so slightly, to expand their horizons and do something altruistic. Earlier in Deuteronomy we find the most important commandment, the Shema: Love the Holy One your God. And in the passage we read, they are asked to look out for the weakest because they were once weak and powerless in Egypt. And God asks them to do this because they should be loving the Holy One their God, which means imitating God. And the God of the heavens, the God of all gods is characterized by justice and care for the weakest in society. God is characterized by selfless love.
    Jesus echoes this sentiment in the parable we heard also. The owner of the vineyard does something which would cause our capitalist system to collapse more quickly than toxic assets or the Greek economy: wages given without regard for the amount of work. We can all imagine that happens the next day. None of those workers are going to start at 9:00 the next day, they’re all going to wait until the last hour, then make sure the owner sees them. Then they’re going to lie to him and say they were looking for work elsewhere all day but haven’t found it and they’ll take advantage of his mercy. Now I’m not going to imagine what will happen next, but I am going to focus on the fact that the owner had mercy on the people who couldn’t find work even at the expense of getting work done the next day. And his actions exposed the workers’ true thoughts. They weren’t working to produce goods and help the economy; they were only concerned about themselves. The owner could have told them to dig holes and then fill them in for all they cared; they just wanted to get paid, and they wanted to be compensated just like everyone else. So when they saw that others were getting paid the same for less work, they became consumed with greed - probably with good reason, because this could mean the difference between surviving and thriving, or between surviving and dying. But they were not concerned for the plight of their fellow workers who should have gotten paid less. Their reaction was not, “Oh, thank goodness Bob got a full day’s wage today. I know his family’s depending on that and I was so worried when he didn’t show up in the morning to get this job.” Their reaction was, “Screw Bob! How come I don’t get paid as much as him per hour? The lazy slob got here just when we were finishing up!” This is not how God wants things, Jesus tells us. The last will be first and the first will be last. We will not be able to focus only on ourselves when God comes to reign. We’ll have to become altruistic. We’ll have to follow the greatest commandments, to love God and to love our neighbor. We’ll have to be willing to love those who get treated better than us, but we’ll also have to be willing to love the stranger in our midst - the outsider, the marginalized. And when we do this, we’ll find that justice is done not only to our neighbor, but to us as well. So if we’re going to have to practice following these commandments anyways, let’s get started now.
