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Pentecost 17, September 20, 2026		Sermon		Pr. Lyndon Sayers
Matthew 20:1-16

On Friday evening while making dinner I listened to a livestream lecture of Miroslav Volf called the Cost of Ambition. He was delivering the lecture at Grace Presbyterian Church in Calgary. Not going to lie, their livestreaming setup looks pretty good. Miroslav Volf is a Croatian theologian who teaches at Yale. In the Cost of Ambition he touched on thinkers like Hannah Arendt, a Jewish philosopher who in the lead up to WWII fled Germany and became an academic in the US. She noted a new movement of thinking about humans wanting to escape from Earth, to escape from bodies and incarnation, and a desire to colonize outer space. New technologies around satellites, rockets, and trust that technology will save us. All this despite the fact that technological advancements also led us to near societal collapse with the creation of the atomic bomb, a devastating world war, and now this yearning for humans to leave Earth to explore space. Arendt is not anti-science but rather she is critical of thinking that rejects what makes us human. This desire to leave the Earth, to leave our bodies, is a dangerous one. Volf connects Arendt’s writing in the 1960’s with an acceleration of these realities today in 2026. Arendt predicted eventually humans would need machines to help them think, which sounded fantastical at the time. Today we have the acceleration of AI in which universities now struggle to assign essays as assignments because so many students turn to ChatGTP and similar platforms to do the writing for them. Volf’s comments are not that AI and technology are bad in themselves. Or even that satellites are to be mistrusted. How many of us have used GPS and cell phones? But rather it is the desire to escape the Earth and our bodies. Theologically the concern is a movement away from God creating the world and saying it is good. We already know the climate emergency is hastening two approaches: changing our behaviours to bring better harmony or to flee the planet, at least an attempt marginally within reach for a few billionaires. 
Unclear what happens when they run out of food and oxygen building a colony on Mars. But those are small details no doubt Elon Musk and friends will work out. To be sure he won’t be on the first voyage to Mars. He’ll let someone else take his seat and watch the livestream from one of his yachts.
	It is interesting that Jesus’ parable in today’s gospel reading is about labourers in the vineyard. How do we measure labour in a time of AI? Perhaps if some of the labourers engaged AI agents to answer emails and perform simple admin tasks, they would increase workplace efficiency. In the parable when it comes to the end of the day and time for the labourers to be paid, we hear the uproar. People who started work early in the morning are getting the same daily wage as those who showed up right before end of day. Can we blame those who worked all day being upset for getting paid the same wage? That is a human response to demand fairness. We couldn’t run the economy this way by paying everyone the same no matter their output. This would not encourage economic growth. Work productivity would come to a standstill because those who showed up at the beginning of the workday and those who showed up an hour before closing receive the same pay. And yet Jesus doesn’t care about fairness. He doesn’t care about economic growth. Instead the parable is about the kingdom of God which doesn’t tie worth to productivity. God doesn’t love us more for being more productive. We aren’t earning our way to salvation. God’s ways and the world’s ways are very different. Tell that to my mortgage holder. They’ll remind me I very much am working my way to financial solvency. Jesus knows we face all these everyday stresses and expectations in the world. He is reminding us that God’s love is different. That our identity as followers of Christ is not rooted in endless striving. That our community of followers is not based around competition but rather around mutual flourishing. 
Church is where the messiness of both worlds collides. We proclaim the gospel of Jesus and we are also part of a human institution. We are saved by Christ through faith and we are part of the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Canada, BC Synod, and a congregation located in Saanich. Martin Luther wrote about the messiness of these two worlds. 
He has a two kingdoms theory. There is the kingdom of the Spirit, of individual faith in which we are unconditionally loved by God, and there is the kingdom of the world, in which political and economic realities exist. We live between these worlds all the time and the church exists in both realms. We proclaim God’s unconditional love and we also have a building, staff, worship, programs, and outreach to maintain. Sometimes people get frustrated with churches because of their fallibility and failures, which is understandable. Unfortunately these are hard to escape, much as it is hard to escape the confines of the earth and our bodies. Humans are going to human.
There is a beautiful side to this. Volf in his lecture talked about the beauty of blessings, of embodiment, of caring for his daughter when she was a child and saying a prayer over her each night. Luther talks about the embodiment and focus on the incarnation of the sacraments. Around the table we encounter Christ though the bread and the wine. In baptism the Word of God is with and in the physical water. Today we have gathered to baptize Kezia. And her baptism takes place at this crossroads between the kingdom of the Spirit and the kingdom of the world. It is both at the same time. This is the incarnation, Jesus willingly entering the embodied world, blessing it, and seeing that it is good. Baptism binds us to God in love. No matter what we bring in terms of labour. No matter how we are valued in the marketplace, God’s love doesn’t change. In baptism the two kingdoms overlap – an unconditional love and grace that challenges a world of conditional worth. 
Kezia recently finished a doctoral program in computer science. She will be sharing her gifts in the world as a baptized Christian. Carrying that love of the Holy Spirit to share with neighbours and wherever life takes her and Josh next. And we pray God’s blessing upon them both. And that whatever adventure life has in store, God’s unconditional love and value for Kezia remains steadfast. 


To switch gears thinking about labourers in the vineyard. Perhaps you heard the news about Ed Sheeran’s Loop tour that has lots all its supporting acts, including his own band. Here is an example where Ed Sheeran in the interplay of the two kingdoms tries to play it safe in the kingdom of the world and it backfires. For those who haven’t heard, Ed Sheeran is a popular artist from the UK, and had invited Macklemore, a less famous hip hop artist, to join several stops of the tour. However Macklemore said “Free Palestine” at a concert and caused an uproar among some. Kraft, a billionaire stadium owner, whose name shows in up in the Epstein files, told Ed Sheeran he can’t play his stadium or any of his buddies’ stadiums in the US unless he drops Macklemore from the tour. So Ed Sheeran drops Macklemore from the tour and then the backlash explodes. Everyone else drops off the tour in solidarity with Palestine. Ed Sheeran thought he was playing it safe, but in a time of injustice and genocide, people see through that. On a much smaller scale than Ed Sheeran with millions of online followers, mainline churches have a tendency to play it safe and are surprised when people lose trust. But the effect is similar over time. People see the cynicism for what it is, staying safe on the sidelines, saying “all lives matter,” instead of speaking out on behalf of Palestinians. 
It is also possible to be cynical in supporting a people if there is no follow-through. If it simply virtue signalling and nothing more. It is good to remind ourselves of some of the close ties we already have. We have a church members who has served many years on the board of the Augusta Victoria Hospital in East Jerusalem, with Lutheran connections, and has served as an important medical facility for Palestinians. We remain partners with the Evangelical Lutheran Church in Jordan and the Holy Land with Lutheran churches in places including Bethlehem. These are Christians who are living at the heart of the geography intertwined with Jesus’ life. As I’ve mentioned before, Bishop Immad Haddad of the Lutheran church in Gaza, has reminded us specifically as Canadian Lutherans that we have an important voice. And that we shouldn’t talk ourselves down or allow ourselves to be silenced. 
In solidarity with these colleagues and fellow Christians, just a few days ago we put up the message on the church sign: Free Palestine. Predictably this sign message attracted a lot of attention both in-person in Victoria and online. Of the online messages, the vast majority of reactions are positive despite some negative messages. The post on Facebook took off unlike any other message we have posted. We have had photos of our sign go viral, but normally when another larger account makes the post. This time our own post went viral with organic reach. Saturday morning we had over 10,000 views and comments that were pouring in every five seconds for an hour or two. Meta was pouring gasoline on our post. It had nothing to do with us because people were commenting from across the US, where typically we do not have any reach, as well as local folks. The comment section is not for the faint of heart, so tread lightly. My favourite comment: “Is this account run by a thirteen-year-old?”
For those wondering, what about our Jewish neighbours, the church hosted a Rosh Hashanah dinner for a Jewish student group on campus, who do not have space in a local synagogue to gather. They have been cast out by some of the local Jewish groups and they are finding a home in a Lutheran church. Last year we also hosted their latke fundraiser for Gaza and we will extend that invitation again. We are also organizing a talk about the history of anti-Semitism and the history of changing land borders in the area, together with a Jewish scholar at UVic who is anti-Zionist. So lots of possibilities here. 
And we just began our first session with Liberating Lutherans, with 42 people on the Zoom call, reflecting on Luther’s two kingdoms and starting to explore liberation theology. Envisioning ways we can embrace this intersection of the two kingdoms, so that the Spirit has . Most folks were from around BC but one Lutheran youth leader from Ottawa, Brian Rude from San Salvador, a Lutheran missionary who some of you know, the pastor who just visited us two weeks ago from my home congregation of St. Olaf’s Lutheran in Swift Current, Saskatchewan. It is exciting for us to imagine possibilities as labourers in God’s vineyard. 
Instead of constantly playing defence to evangelical and conservative Christian talking points, we can envision and discern the kind of churches God desires of us. A future we know is possible but so often we feel small and isolated. Together we are many and united as the body of Christ.
Wrapping up, returning to Miroslav Volf’s lecture on Cost of Ambition, we afford the goodness of creation. We affirm the goodness of being embodied labourers in the vineyard. Jesus meets us here on Earth to affirm that life is good, reassuring us of redemption around the table and the font. Beginning a different kind of relationship rooted in God’s grace for each of us. Amen.


