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FROM THE GOSPEL OF MATTHEW
Labors of Love[footnoteRef:1] [1:  A sermon by the Rev. James D. Herron, Senior Pastor, First Congregational United Church of Christ (UCC), 310 N. 27th Street, Billings, MT 59101. Delivered Sunday, September 6, 2009.  All rights reserved.] 

Matthew 20:1-15

“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard.”
- Matthew 20:1[footnoteRef:2] [2:  Unless otherwise indicated, all scripture quotations are from The Holy Bible: New Revised Standard Version copyright © 1989, Division of Christian Education of the National Council of Churches of Christ of the United States of America.] 



I.

I have struggled with this sermon—not because I had nothing to say, but as usual, for me, because I have too much to say.  And maybe I picked the wrong gospel lesson, as well.  For the parable of the Good Samaritan rather than a generous winegrower would have offered the most appropriate backdrop for what you’re about to get.
All I really want to do is speak of compassion—and the word means “to struggle with, or to suffer alongside, another”—and how together we show compassion through the various labors of love we perform, many of you often without the slightest afterthought and no concern for what you might get in return.
Most of you know I grew up in Oklahoma, in a blue collar home and in a minority family at the edge of an Indian reservation.  What you may not know is just how poor my family was, and how that continues to shape the man I am.  There is nothing from my childhood that suggests I should have been anything but a failure.
Still, my story is my story—really my testimony.  For even before I entered grade school, I had to go live in the country with my maternal grandmother, in a one room frame shack with a lean-to kitchen attached to the back and no running water.  The kitchen had a small wood-burning cook stove, which doubled as our heat in the winter, and crate-shelving for cabinets stacked end-over-end atop a dirt floor.  Behind the house was a decaying, door-less privy (complete with Sears & Roebuck catalogues)—and once a week my uncle would haul drinking water in from town, filling a galvanized trash can that sat under the eaves of the back porch.   Actually bathing registers none at all in my memory.

II.

I went with to live my grandmother because when I was five my mom had an accident that left her blind for over a year—but also because my dad’s job had been reduced to part-time (his pay now 200 rather than the usual 400 dollars per month he had made before; and the most he would ever earn in his life) and so my folks simply couldn’t afford to feed me.
I know me going without food is hard to imagine, but if you’re accustomed to life in the south then you know that it’s not always how much you eat, but what and how it’s prepared that often gets you.  I haven’t always been this large, but mayonnaise and sugar sandwiches every day, government canned meat, and salt-back fried in lard as staple fare in childhood certainly hasn’t made the battle any easier.
Still, what I want you to take from this sermon is how my grandmother and I made it because of two people in her life: a mother and daughter she lovingly referred to only as “the Gassaway’s.”
Inez, the mom, was in her seventies in all my memories; and, Beulah, her daughter and only child, wasn’t that far behind.  I have no knowledge of what ever happened to them, but they came by often when I was a small boy—and always brought with them a bushel-basket of garden produce, farm-fresh eggs, and buttermilk.  
The Gassaway’s were also the ones who showed up at the Community Center every Thursday and got the government commodities set aside for the poorest of the poor in our town, in a program that I’m sure no longer exists.  Yet, rather than cart everything home for themselves (and every family was rationed, and no one could get more for someone who wasn’t there), the Gassaway’s would always split with my grandmother and me whatever they were given.
Maybe there’s nothing that terribly unusual about this story, except that the setting was small-town, rural Oklahoma in the 50s and Beulah, the daughter, had lived her entire life as a man.  Her arms were dark-tanned from farm work, her face wrinkled and leathered by the elements.  And rather than make-up of any kind on her face, Beulah always had a chew (or “chaw”) of tobacco in her mouth and often puffed on a corncob pipe, as well, removing it only to spit.
She wore men’s work clothes (always the same soiled denim shirt), a welder’s cap, and heavy boots with her pant-legs rolled up above the ankles.  Her eyes were dark—black as coals, even—but twinkled behind wire rimmed glasses.  And there was a red, time-worn bandana that always extruded, ready-at-hand, from her left shirt pocket.
The Gassaway’s weren’t welcomed most places—certainly not at any church in town.  And I doubt that, even if they had had the money and had driven in to take dinner at the Ranch House Café east of the tracks, they wouldn’t have been given a table.  Everyone knew what Beulah was, why she never married and had no kids.  And yet here, along with her mom, are the two people who showed the greatest degree of Christian caring I’ve ever known in my life, and impacted me forever in the most profound and defining of ways.

III.

Nothing bespeaks the presence of Christ the way compassion does.  It was the force, ultimately, that abolished slavery, and put an end to child labor.  It was the power that sent Florence Nightingale to Crimea and Albert Schweitzer to Africa.  Mobilized in the March of Dimes, it helped to conquer polio.  And without it, there would be no Red Cross, no Social Security, no Medicare—nor will there be the kind of health care reform that ensures treatment-without-ruin for every citizen of this country.[footnoteRef:3] [3:  From “The Quiet Power of Compassion,” Arthur Gordon, A Touch of Wonder (Old Tappan, NJ: Fleming H. Revell, 1974), p. 30.] 

When the Good Samaritan saw his neighbor in need, three things had to happen for him to help.  First, he had to feel empathy.  He had to look upon the man, wounded and bleeding at the side of the road, and see himself, understanding as we all must before we are compelled to act that “but for the grace of God, there go I.”
The second thing that had to happen is that the Samaritan had to have courage.  He needed courage because it takes courage to care.  Anyone can say no and walk away from need.  Caring demands involvement; it demands that we stop and take the time to assess how we might help, what we might give, and how saying no will only make US smaller individuals for the rest of our lives.
Finally, I deduce in the Good Samaritan something that isn’t in the text—but had to be a quality of life he possessed, nonetheless.  That “something” is what I’m sure was a habit of helping.[footnoteRef:4]  In other words, I would wager that responding to the need of the man lying battered along the Jericho road was no isolated incident in the Samaritan’s life.  Instead, he did what he did because he was just that kind of man—a man who had developed a lifelong pattern of faithful altruism.   [4:  Ibid, p. 32.] 

Certainly, one doesn’t have to be Christian to help (Inez and Beulah weren’t); but no true Christian can ever turn away a sister or brother in need.  The reality extends deeper than mere humanity.

Conclusion.

You are a compassionate church—and you continue to amaze me by how many of you will go out of your way to give of yourself to others, to a task that must be completed, or to some cause that demands a champion, even if you must go it alone in the face of opposition.  Nothing could be more Christ-like than that!
You do it, and do it time and time again, because small labors of love also define who you are, and the kind of people you strive to be each and every day.
You have that gift, a special deep tenderness we call compassion for you see a need and immediately put yourself in the needy person’s situation (empathy).  You display the willingness, the courage, it always takes to suspend for a moment your own present agenda in order to respond as Christ himself often did.  And in doing that, you are motivated by and add to a life-long pattern of helping that is the very cornerstone of true discipleship.
Thank you for your labors of love, daily.  Thank you for being a community of compassion.  Thank you for displaying tremendous courage at a time when so many needs of your own could easily distract you from the call at hand.  And be blessed by God in all you do as you continue your pattern of being quick to respond to those in need.  
May God grant you every success in your goal of walking with him.  Amen.

Single page copies are available by request from the church.  Please call (406) 245-6477.  Questions or
comments regarding this sermon are to be directed to firstchurch@firstchurchbillings.org.



4

image1.png




