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In our Gospel reading today, Jesus tells the famous parable of the labourers in the vineyard (Matthew 20:1–16). It is a story that often makes us feel a bit uncomfortable. Workers are hired at dawn, at 9am, at noon, at 3pm, and finally at 5pm. And at the end of the day, everyone receives the exact same wage – a denarius.
Those who worked all day in the scorching heat complain. But the landowner responds: "Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?"
This parable turns human economics on its head. It reminds us that God’s kingdom does not run on a rigid transaction of hours logged or merit accrued. God’s grace is wildly, unexpectedly generous. God calls us into the vineyard not to exploit our labour, but to invite us into a shared work that brings life, joy, and purpose. 
Now, as we stand here today in our beautifully restored church, I want to begin with an absolute affirmation. 
Your Christian vocation – your calling before God – is vast. It is not confined to the walls of St Margaret’s Church, nor is it measured solely by how many rotas your name appears on here.
For many of you, your primary ministry is out in the world: in your daily work, in caring for aging parents, in raising children, in supporting neighbours, or in volunteering for charities and community groups across Oxford. That is living out the Gospel! The church exists to nourish and send you out into those spaces, not to consume every ounce of your time and energy until you have nothing left – and I have seen that happen in various churches in my time.
Because your time and energy matter, we have not rushed into where we find ourselves today. There has been a deep, intentional process behind our discernment as a parish. 
It began last September, when we held our "listening service," inviting everyone to share honestly about what St Margaret’s does well and where we could grow. 
It continued through open working groups and dozens of one-to-one conversations over coffee, after services, and elsewhere. 
It shaped a formal vision paper that I brought to the PCC earlier this summer. 
We listened to the different instincts across our congregation – our love for tradition, our commitment to social action, and our desire to be an open, welcoming community. While no parish ever agrees on every single detail, the PCC met that paper, I think it’s fair to say, with enthusiasm and acceptance. 
Today, I want to formally introduce the fruit of that journey – our guiding parish vision: St Margaret’s is a parish rooted in Beauty, shaped by Hospitality, and committed to Compassion. 
· Beauty in our sacred space and rich musical tradition. 
· Hospitality in our warm welcome to all ages and backgrounds. 
· Compassion in our care for one another, our older residents, our young people, and our wider neighbourhood. 
This vision is not just a nice slogan; it is the blueprint for our future. But to live into it, we have to be honest about the crossroads we face. 
We deeply appreciate the work that happens here week in, week out. We treasure our music tradition, led for many years by our organist Richard, and we are excited to welcome our new choir director Debbie (more on her later in the service!). Anna’s arrival a couple of months ago has instantly made clear our need for administrative. We see the transformative impact of Eva, our children and families worker, and Tricia, our community worker for older residents. 
Some of these roles are funded through special grants or external trust income, while others come directly from our general church funds. But the reality is simple: we do not currently have the internal general revenue to sustain this work long-term. 
Nor do we have a vast pool of volunteers who could step in to replace these paid roles if they vanished. If we were to lose this support, our mission and ministry would collapse under its own weight. As things currently stands, a huge amount of hidden labour falls on a very small group of dedicated volunteers who carry heavy, exhausting loads. 
We cannot simply expect a few people to bear the heat of the day indefinitely. To protect the life of this parish, we need a broader, more resilient foundation. 
Next Sunday, our churchwardens will present the practical details of our upcoming stewardship campaign – the clear numbers and the ways we can financially support our shared home. 
I know that taking on "big, ongoing commitments" can feel daunting when life is already full. We are working on making it far clearer and easier to understand what different volunteer roles actually involve, setting clear boundaries so that serving here is fulfilling and life-giving, not draining. 
Giving financially is one of the most direct ways we can care for one another. When those who are able contribute financially, it allows us to employ the staff who keep the machinery running, taking the pressure off overstretched volunteers and keeping our doors wide open to the neighbourhood. 
In his letter to the Philippians today, St Paul writes from a prison cell, yet he speaks of living a life "worthy of the gospel of Christ," standing firm in one spirit and striving side by side for the faith (Philippians 1:27). That is what stewardship is about: striving side by side, sharing the load, so that no single person is overwhelmed. 
As we look to the future under our vision of Beauty, Hospitality, and Compassion, stewardship is not just about preserving what we already do; it is about creating space for where God is calling us next. 
Many of you have already shared wonderful ideas with me over the months. But I want to ask afresh today: What do you long for at St Margaret’s? 
Is there a hunger for small prayer groups, midweek Bible studies, theology discussions, or different styles of worship? Please come and talk to me. 
And here is the crucial difference: if there is something you long to see, AND you are willing to help or lead in bringing it to life, that changes everything. When ideas are paired with willingness, new ministry is born. We cannot do everything at once, but if there is a shared spark, I want us to discern and shape it together.
Stewardship is not about guilting anyone into doing more, or paying more, than they are able. It is an invitation to look at this church – its beauty, its music, its care for young and old – and say: This matters to me. This is my spiritual home, and I want to help it thrive. 
In the parable today, the landowner goes out into the marketplace at the very end of the day and says to the remaining workers: "You also go into the vineyard."
There is a place for everyone in this vineyard. Whether you can give a lot or a little, whether you have been here for thirty years or thirty days, your presence, your prayers, your gifts, and your care are what make St Margaret’s a living witness to God's love. 
Let us step into this season together – not with anxiety, but with confidence, generosity, and joy. 
Amen.

