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	I was fortunate enough to be of the generation which grew up with what was then called “the new math.” It was, really, the only math I was ever taught, which made it easier on me than on my parents, who tried to figure it out so they could help me with my homework.  The new math was a real challenge for them, because while two plus two has always equaled four, the way this was taught had changed since they had been in school – now there were set theories, Venn diagrams, bar graphs and who knows what else.

	But there was a teacher of “the new math” long before I attended Germantown Academy, one who befuddled his disciples then and still today with his own brand of mathematics – that was, of course, Jesus. You remember Jesus and his math. 	

The story of the shepherd who, in search of one lost sheep, leaves 99 behind – for the sake of one 99 are put at risk – what kind of shepherd is that? 

The account of the woman who spills a large bottle of perfume all over Jesus’ feet – anyone who has bought perfume, and then only an ounce or two, knows what an extravagance this was – and Jesus approves her action. 

Jesus watches folk drop bags of money at the Temple, and then a widow puts in her lone penny – and Jesus says that she has given more than all the others combined. 

What kind of math is this?

	And then we have today’s reading. A farmer is looking for some day laborers to bring in the crop, and so he goes down to the local hiring hall at 6:00 in the morning and hires some people to work for the usual daily wage, about a denarius. At 9:00 he returns and hires some other more workers, agreeing to pay them a fair wage, and then again at noon and three and five. When the time comes to settle up, he first pays the last hired – those who had not been hired until five – and in front of everyone else pays them the full day’s wage, one denarius. Everyone gets the same amount, which is just plain wrong, at least to those who are paid last, those who had worked all day for the same wage as the Johnny Come Latelies: “These last worked only one hour, and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day and the scorching heat.”

	What kind of math is this new math?

	But let me digress a moment, take a break from talking about the topsy-turvy new math, and talk a bit about the old math. The one which we say makes sense, and not only say makes sense, but actually put into practice on a daily basis. 

For instance, in our culture we consider it rational that we pay a professional ballplayer, who may or may not take performance enhancing drugs, and who may lead what most of us would consider an immoral lifestyle, $30 million or more a year. 

And then we take a high school teacher, who has spent years of higher education in preparation for her task of nurturing dozens of our precious children each day, and pay her some $60,000 a year. 

We take a CEO, one who drives his company into the ground, and then pay him tens of millions of dollars in bonus payments and severance pay, to the extent that these days the ratio of pay of chief executives over that of the common workforce laborer is an all-time high. 

The average American salary is some $66,000 a year --   while we have almost 1000 billionaires in this country. All at the same time as taxes on the super rich have plummeted.

We say that there is not enough money in this country to cover health care for all, and then spend billions on a war of choice with Iran, with no end in sight, and all we get out of it is skyrocketing costs when we fuel our cars and warm our homes.

	So before we take too dim a view of Jesus’ new math, let’s admit that often the old math just doesn’t add up.

	The common theme which runs through Jesus’ new math is grace. We tend to think that what matters with God is what we do – Jesus says, no, what matters is what God does, and what God does is pour our God’s love and blessings extravagantly, effusively, in a way that puts to shame human reckoning and bickering over who deserves what and how much. We think we want to live in a world where one plus one equals two, where what you put in equates with what you get out, where if you do xyz you will get the goodies and the recognition, fame, prestige, and security you deserve. 

What we get is a different world, a world where there is lots of room for God to be gracious, for people who have nothing to get everything, for those whose lives aren’t worth much to inherit the earth. 

What we get is not a world where we are saved by our works, by our deserving good deeds, but by the undeserved grace of God towards sinners; what we get is a world where the last shall be first, and the least shall be the greatest.

	And the thing is, the new math – it is really good news for us all, isn’t it? I mean,let’s start right here, in this Meetinghouse.

 	It doesn’t matter, Jesus says, that you have not been coming to church regularly since your confirmation long ago, 
it doesn’t matter that you have stayed away since your child was baptized as an infant, 
it doesn’t matter that you spent your summer on the beach or the golf course instead of joining us here. 

What matters is that you are here, today, now, that you have the opportunity to make a new start, a new commitment, a new beginning. 

And if you do, if you open your heart to respond to the gracious invitation of the master of the vineyard, you will know the same joy and peace which that rock-ribbed believer in the pew next to you has known for lo these many years. It doesn’t matter that they have been here for years, you get the same bennies all the same. Maybe that’s the kind of math we all should go for.
	The new math. Here’s the thing -- it is not something that comes naturally. It is not something that you are born with – or if it is, it is something that goes out the window once the world gets a hold of you. And the new math is not easy, it is not something that you will pick up without the same sort of attention and practice that learning any new subject at school requires.

	Which is why I tell parents that they need to bring their children to church and to church school. To learn the new math. We know that if our children are going to learn reading and writing and computer use and science, we need to send them off to school five days a week, six hours a day, nine months a year. To learn the new math, we here in the church ask for only a couple hours on one day out of each week – we know it is not much, but we hope and pray that by the grace of God it will be enough.

	Which is also why, in turn, you need to come to church. You need to come to worship and adult education classes and Bible studies to learn and relearn the new math until we all get it right, until we know it reflexively, until extravagant sharing comes to us not as something we have to think about but because it is just who we are and what we do.

The new math, it just isn’t easy. We have lots of homework to do. And no, Chatgpt and AI are not going to get it done for us.

And yes, you in the back -- this will be on the final exam. Amen.
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