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I've been thinking a lot, this week, about fairness; about justice. We’re all about justice
and what’s fair in this life. Aren’t we?

Growing up in a family with six children — me being the oldest — | definitely had a sense
of thinking | should have some privilege for being the oldest.

| mean, they counted on me for so much. | had to watch my younger siblings all the
time! | had to help feed and dress them. | was responsible for doing most of the dishes
every night. (Wah Wah!)

And, did | get even so much as an allowance for all | did? Nope. Not a dime!

But ... when my brother, David, just two years younger than me ... said he couldn’t dry
the dishes anymore because the dish towel hurt his fingers ... they let him off the hook.

Why? Because, he also helped outside. He helped feed the cattle; he helped put up hay
in the summertime; he mowed, not just the yard but out in the pasture, he — well, you
get it. He did so much outside that he didn’t have to do inside work.

AND ... he got paid for it! And you can imagine what my mantra was, can’t you?
THAT’S JUST NOT FAIR!

Of course, | didn’t realize until my trip, this last June, when David and | visited our dad in
N.C. that David really got paid very little and it was just for putting up hay, and, he
bought all his school clothes and supplies with that little bit of money! And he was
thinking THAT’S JUST NOT FAIR.

| think many of us hear this story today from Matthew and it kind of rubs us wrong ... it
rubs against our sense of what is fair and just, doesn’t it?

If you lived back in Palestine in that day, in September, you would know that the grapes
in the vineyards were ripening fast and they needed to be harvested quickly because the
heavy rains would surely come at the end of the month and the crops would be lost if
you didn’t act fast.

The market place was like a job center. If you were without work, if you were on the
low end of the work force — a laborer trying to support your family — you would hang
around there for as long as it took to get work for whatever length of time you could — a
day, or an hour. You would just be happy to have something.



But you probably would not expect to get a full day’s wage if you had only worked for an
hour or so, would you?

And if you were there from early in the day until quitting time, you surely would expect
to get paid for the entire day — more than what those latecomers would get. | mean,
that would just be fair. Right?

But Jesus says the landowner didn’t pay attention to those expectations. He didn’t
follow those rules.

And, he didn’t try to hide what he was doing either! He could have paid first those who
were hired first, what he promised them; the wage they agreed on. They would have
been on their way and probably not known that he gave those who came later the same
amount.

But instead, he asked for the first hired workers to go to the end of the line and he had
the later ones get their pay first. It was something to see —standing there at the end of
the line!

Don’t you bet those at the end were thinking, “Wow! If he’s paying those who came so
late in the day as much as he promised us for a full day’s work, we’re probably going to
get a good bonus!”

Well, it didn’t turn out that way and they were not too happy about it, crying out just
like | did about my siblings — “THAT’S JUST NOT FAIR!”

Of course, this parable is really about God. Jesus starts by saying’ “For the kingdom of
heaven is like ... this.”

Jesus is saying something about us, and, something about God in this parable. It shows
a picture of us mortals; of how we think, how we look at the world and our lives, and
each other; at what we expect.

And it shows us that God is not like us. At first, we might bristle at the idea that this is
how God is — God, whom we think is just and fair. Instead, God seems to give equal
reward to all God’s children.

Sometimes we listen to one of Jesus’ stories and we scratch our heads, puzzled, because
God doesn’t seem to be fitting into the image we have formed of God in our minds.

Like — the one who has been a Christian all their lives — living good, righteous lives, being
regular attendees at church, serving on committees and boards, always bringing food to
the sick or the grieving.



Surely that person’s place in the kingdom will be a little higher — full of more rewards —
than the one who barely squeaked in, who lived a careless life, not concerned about
faith or church, and then, at the end of their life, they have a “come to Jesus” moment
and ... here they are.

Of course, everyone’s happy they’ve come around; they “saw the light.” But, will they
really have equal reward? That’s not really fair!

Or like — a person | knew in a previous church who had been a member of that one
church all his life. Somehow, he felt like he should have more say about what happened
to the church than those who were newcomers — who hadn’t been around that long to
live through the struggles, to do all the hard work when things got tough.

| mean ... he was glad to have new members, but actually said, “Let’s don’t go over-
board with all the new ideas they might bring. You know, we’ve really never done it
that way before!” Or, another time ... “we won’t do that in MY church!”

Maybe our view depends on where we stand in the line. Maybe we feel differently if we
are the poor instead of the privileged, or if we are the hard workers who have been
around forever instead of a newcomer.

But, you know what | suspect? | have a feeling that even those who are at the front of
the line — who haven’t really been around all that long, or who haven’t done that much
— expect God to be like we all think God is — just, and fair. We get what we deserve,
right?

Except —that isn’t how God is, according to Jesus! This parable about the kingdom of
heaven is really good news for us all!

It tells about God who is full of compassion and who loves to pour out grace on God’s
children regardless of what they have done — or — have not done. This is God who is
ready to forgive, ready to fling wide the doors to the kingdom for all to come in.

Like the shepherd rejoicing over the one lost sheep; God welcomes and rejoices greatly
in the latecomers coming; so much so that they get to be first in line.

The landowner asked, “Are you envious because | am generous?”

And if we are honest, we would all answer “Yes, Lord. Sometimes we are. Sometimes
we want to be first — to be the first in your kingdom; the first in line; the first to receive
your goodness and mercy. Forgive us, because we are like children, envious of those
who get ahead of us.”



Yet, the truth is, we have all been in both places, | think. At least, | believe most of us
have. At least, speaking for myself, | know | have.

Like the oldest child who felt | was worked harder than the others, | have felt a sense of
privilege — like | should be first; like | deserved more because | worked harder, | did
more.

But, I've also known the sense of not deserving the love | longed for; of being in a place
of desolation after things went wrong; a sense of never being able to make it up; never
thinking | could be forgiven.

Yet, the amazing grace comes — not because we have done anything to deserve it, but
simply and amazingly because God wants to give it.

Truth is, if any one of us had to earn God’s grace — well, it wouldn’t be grace, first of all —
but we also would never be able to get there. None of us are quite that good.

That’s grace! We can’t earn it. We don’t really deserve it. But ... we get it anyway. It’s
a free gift. A gift of sheer love and generosity!

This is a model for all of us who follow Jesus; a model for us who are created in the
image of God. We sometimes need to have our vision adjusted so that we look at things
differently; so that we treat people as God does; so that we will be the generous people
of God who practice God’s radical hospitality.

The kingdom of heaven is like this: “the last will be first, and the first will be last.”

Aren’t you so thankful God is generous with us? It’s God’s prerogative, not ours.
Hallelujah!
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