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Matthew 20:1-16 
It’s Not Fair! 
 
Let us pray... 
 
In our Confirmation program, we do an activity that seeks to engage the youths’ minds, 
mouths and bodies.  We line up in the center of the Gathering Room, and I say a 
statement like “Chocolate is the best”.  Everybody who agrees runs to one side of the 
room, everybody who disagrees runs to the other.  Someone who isn’t sure, or agrees 
only a bit, puts themselves closer to the middle.  Then some of the youth have to 
explain their position, and ideally there are people on both sides so they can try to 
convince each other.  I can use this exercise for beliefs about the bible, Jesus, and 
contemporary issues like drugs and alcohol. 
 
One of the statements that gets the most vehement reaction is:  A factory worker should 
make the same pay as the president of the company.  Usually most or all of the youth 
run to the side that designates “disagree”, even folks who have been hesitant and 
undecided through all the other statements.  That puts me in the position of playing 
“devil’s advocate”.  
 “Why shouldn’t the factory worker make the same amount of money as the company 
president?”   
 “Because the president had to work really hard, and get lots of education, in order to 
be in that role.”   
 “But what if the president just inherited the position, the company has been in her 
family for years and she just automatically got the job?”   
 “Well, the president’s job is more critical to the company.”   
 “Really?  If the president takes a break, nobody notices; but if the factory worker 
takes a break, the whole line comes to a stop.”   
 “Well, the president has all kinds of skills and abilities that mean he should get paid 
more.”  
  “What, sitting in meetings and going out to lunch?  Think the president would be 
able to just step in and do the factory worker’s job?” 
 
I can imagine how those some confirmands would react to this morning’s scripture 
passage:  “Disagree!”  “That’s not fair!”  “Why should the people who only worked an 
hour get paid the same amount as those who worked all day?  I’d quit that job!”   
 
Now, it’s interesting to note that every confirmation class I’ve taught in the last 18 years 
has been in a predominantly white, well-educated, upper-middle-class community.  
Even if a particular youth or their family didn’t fit into that category, they were soaked in 
a local culture that represented that perspective.  I wonder if the results would be similar 
in a community where more people were likely to be closer to the factory worker than 
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the president on the corporate echelon.  Or if the American narrative of “pull yourself up 
by your bootstraps; hard work always pays off” would prevail.  I’m not sure. 
 
I’ve never preached on this scripture before.  Ever.  Avoided it and ones like it for almost 
two decades.  I apparently have an aversion to scripture passages that make God look 
like your crazy uncle.  But I’m stretching myself, so here’s the story:  Jesus tells the 
people a parable of a landowner who goes out early in the morning to hire laborers for 
his vineyard.  This would have been a familiar scenario to Jesus’ audience.  There were 
vineyards everywhere.  And there were lots of day laborers who would hang out in the 
marketplace, like the migrant workers around our country who gather at a particular 
street corner, to wait for work.  The only weird thing at this point in the story is the fact 
that the landowner himself went to the market, rather than sending his manager.  But 
Jesus’ audience had heard parables about landowners before, and knew that the 
landowner was often a stand-in for God.  So here is God, bypassing the literal 
middleman, to go directly to those who are eager, desperate even, for the work that will 
order their day, feed their families, and give them a chance to be creative and 
productive. 
 
Those early bird workers are glad to have gotten hired first-thing, for “the usual daily 
wage”, and so they head off to the vineyard.  The workers hired at 9 am, noon, and 3 
pm are all equally glad to be hired.  Perhaps the 5 pm hires are the most grateful, as 
they feared they weren’t going to get any paying work that day.  Even one hours’ worth 
of wages would be a help. 
 
So you can imagine how happy those 5 pm workers are an hour later when they receive 
the pay typical for a whole day’s work.  Scripture doesn’t tell us how much that is, but 
let’s say it’s the equivalent of $75.  Those hired last are thrilled with their $75.  This is 
more than they ever could have expected!  Overflowing blessings!  All the other workers 
waiting to be paid are equally thrilled - when they see those who worked just an hour 
getting a whole day’s pay, they assume they are going to get even MORE than the 
amount they agreed to in the morning.  If they were cartoon characters, the pupils of 
their eyes would turn to dollar signs.  As they stand in line they are mentally spending 
the bonus over and over again.  But each of them, when they get to the head of the line, 
just gets the same $75, the amount agreed to in the morning.  The same amount that 
sounded great at 7 am.  But now it’s a disappointing amount, seems measly, and those 
who worked the whole day long feel slighted and short-changed.  So they go grumbling 
to the landowner, and in chorus whine “It’s not fair!”  God, I mean the landowner, asks 
“Why isn’t it fair?  I gave you what I promised you.  Why does it hurt you if I choose to 
give to the people who only worked one hour the same amount that I gave you?  It 
doesn’t reduce your pay at all...  Stop whining, take your money, and leave.” 
 
It’s that little speech at the end, I think, that has made me avoid this scripture passage.  
The landowner - slash - God doesn’t sound very empathetic to those day-long workers 
who are struggling to cope with what they see as injustice.  We know that life isn’t fair, 
right?  How many times did our parents tell us that, and if we’ve got kids no doubt we’ve 
said it ourselves.  One couple struggles with infertility while another family has babies 
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when they want according to the gender they want.  A woman can’t find work while her 
brother gets headhunted from a great position to his dream job.  One guy is eating 
salads for every meal and can’t lose a pound while his friend eats nothing but fried 
chicken and is skinny as a rail. 
 
Life isn’t fair.  That’s a hard truth that brings pain and shame:  “Why can’t things work for 
us, for me?”  “What did I do to deserve this?”  That’s hard enough.  But if GOD isn’t 
fair?!  If God has no sympathy for us when we wail at life’s unfairness?!  How can our 
faith, or our relationship with God, help us if God isn’t present to us in the face of life’s 
unfairness?  Or, worse, what if God is actually orchestrating life’s unfairness, if God is 
as in charge of this world as the landowner is in charge of the vineyard, and is 
determining who gets the thin body and the healthy baby and the dream jobs? 
 
So, first off, from my perspective, that’s not how God works at all.  I don’t believe in God 
as a puppet-master determining what events and opportunities come our way, when we 
win and when we lose.  The universe is a beautifully complicated place affected by 
effort and energy and pattern and randomness.  God is IN all of it, part of all of it, with 
us when things don’t go well, but God isn’t controlling the world and our lives. 
And, for what it’s worth, I believe God deeply cares for us when we are suffering from 
life’s unfairness.  God feels our pain or our grief, and when we face injustice and 
unfairness God stands with us, as we stand for what is right. 
 
So what’s up with this morning’s scripture passage, you ask?  Remember the first line of 
the passage.  Jesus says:  “For the kin-dom of heaven is like a landowner who went out 
early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard.”  This whole parable is about the 
kin-dom of heaven.  That’s the world as God created it to be.  That’s God’s dream of 
how things should be.  That’s paradise, the perfect world we’re all working to attain, a 
land of milk and honey, full of peace and justice.  It’s in the kin-dom of heaven where 
those who worked just the last hour of the day will be paid the same amount as those 
who worked the whole day.   
 
There are all kinds of techniques for reading scripture, for reflecting on it, for 
understanding it.  One way invites us to read a passage several times, each time putting 
ourselves in the role of a different character.  Now, I’ll speak for myself.  When I read 
this scripture passage, I automatically put myself in the role of the worker hired at the 
beginning of the day.  Did you do the same thing?  Without conscious thought I 
empathize with the first-in-line folk, the ones who had their act together that morning, 
who didn’t get a flat tire on the way to the market, the workers who feel shortchanged at 
the end of the day, who feel the landowner - slash - God has been unfair. Maybe 
because I’ve spent my life as an upper-middle-class, over-educated, white suburban - 
when it comes to the marketplace, I’m used to being first in line. 
 
But I don’t think that’s the character Jesus particularly wanted me to connect with.  
Jesus isn’t talking about the marketplace, at least not just that.  He’s talking about the 
rest of our lives, too.   
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Beloved, we’re the workers who just got hired with an hour of the day left.  We’re the 
ones who got passed by at the beginning of the day.   
We’re the ones who stood on the corner throughout the long hours of the day, wishing 
someone would give us work, something constructive to do, some way to be productive 
and care for our families.   
We’re the ones who were left out in the cold,  
we’re the ones who were baking in the heat,  
we’re the ones who felt abandoned and unwanted and unloved.   
We’re the ones looking down at the ground and tracing designs in the dirt with the tip of 
our shoes, when the car slowly pulls up and asks us what we’re doing.   
We’re the ones who say “No one hired us; no one wanted us.”   
We’re the ones who the landowner puts to work.   
And that hour is the best hour ever.   
We’ve got companions by our side.   
We’ve got a place to be, something important to do.   
We’re valued, we’re needed, we’re accepted.   
For a whole, beautiful hour.   
That one hour goes by so fast, but fills us to overflowing.   
And then, the blessings continue.   
We’re paid as if we were there the whole day.   
And, suddenly, it’s like we were.   
We can almost feel the shade that covered those who gathered under a tree for lunch.   
We can almost taste the fresh water brought to those who had worked under the heat of 
the day.   
We can almost remember the songs sung through the long hours to keep everybody 
moving.   
In paying us for a whole day, the landowner has given us a whole day of work, of 
belonging, of acceptance. 
 
Not fair at all, is it?  Unearned, not even asked for.  And yet this is the kind of 
compassion that overflows from God.  God sees our loneliness, our self-doubt, our 
questions about our own worthiness.   
And God says, “Come.”   
God says, “I need you.”   
God says, “You’re hired.” 
 
But we’re not done yet, with this scripture.  There is another character for us to inhabit.  
And that’s the landowner.  We are also the landowner who keeps going back to the 
marketplace, to make sure nobody is left standing, waiting, hoping on the curb.  The 
landowner who, that day, said, I’m going to go to the marketplace myself, rather than 
sending the manager, so I can connect personally with folks.  The landowner who went 
back to the marketplace not once, not twice, but five times to see if there were more 
people who needed a job that day.  The landowner who, at the end of the day, looked at 
everything he had, his fertile fields, his hard-working staff, his loving family, his 
abundant wealth, and decided to give more than was necessary, to pay more than the 
minimum, to live as if none of it was his anyway but gifts God gave him to share.  We’re 



 

5 

that landowner.  In this world we have the ability to give those around us a sense of 
belonging, the feeling of being needed, a way to contribute and participate.  It’s as literal 
as fighting for a living wage for all people, whether someone works in a factory or a fast 
food restaurant or a nursing home.  But it’s also paying attention to those around us, 
seeing the contributions they make and their inherent worth.  It’s looking around at work 
and school and the neighborhood to see who is on the outside because they’re a little 
too loud or a little too quiet or don’t have the right background or don’t speak the way 
we do.  It’s making sure that the person standing around looking lost in coffee hour has 
someone to talk to.  It’s writing a note to let someone know you’ve seen how they are 
always there to help.  It’s a word of kindness in a world that is always saying “you’re not 
enough”. 
 
That’s the reminder of this morning’s second reading.  Have you ever noticed, when 
you’re dealing with something difficult, that nothing brings you out of it like helping 
someone who is in worse shape?  Hence the prayer, “When I am thirsty, send me 
someone who needs water.  When I am cold, send me someone to warm.”  In fact, 
maybe the landowner wasn’t overwhelmed by all his blessings that day.  Maybe it was 
just the opposite.  Maybe he was overwhelmed by worry, or loss.  Maybe one of his kids 
was sick, and he was worried it was really serious.  Or maybe his wife had left him, and 
he was trying to figure out how to go on.  Or maybe the crop was in trouble, and he was 
afraid there wouldn’t be much of a harvest.  In the face of pain or grief he couldn’t do 
much about, he decided that what he could do was help somebody else.  Maybe that’s 
the landowner we are, today. 
 
It’s true.  Life isn’t fair.  Sometimes that leaves us hurting and empty.   
And it’s also true that God isn’t fair.   
With God, the love and kindness and forgiveness and joy and peace and strength are 
overflowing, unearned, and unending.   
That’s my kind of unfair.  Amen. 


