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An experiment was done a number of years ago with adults who were asked to 
describe a moment in their life regarding fairness.  What do you think the response was?  
Every adult responded with a story about a time that they were unfairly treated.  When 
asked to describe a time when they felt they were treated fairly they struggled to come up 
with a story. Interesting!  We seem to be wired to see our situations and even the world 
from the perspective of I didn’t get my fair share? 

We look around us and look at who got what? Who worked harder? Who got there 
first? Who contributed more? Who deserves more? We definitely like fairness—as long 
as fairness works in our favor but so often we don’t even recognize it when it happens 
that we only register when we feel we’ve been unfairly treated. 

That’s why today’s parable about the landowner grates on our nerves. A landowner 
goes out early in the morning and hires workers. They agree on the usual daily wage. A 
few hours later, he hires more. Then more at noon. Then more in the afternoon. Finally, 
with only an hour left in the workday, he finds people still standing around because no 
one had hired them.  So he sends them into the vineyard too. 

At the end of the day, the landowner tells the manager to pay everyone. But here 
is where the unfairness meter in our brains explodes.  The people who worked all day 
receive the same wage as those who worked only one hour. And the workers who had 
been there since sunrise are furious. And, honestly, we understand their anger. It isn’t fair. 
If I worked twelve hours, shouldn't I receive more than the person who worked only one 
hour?  

The landowner responds, “Friend, I am doing you no wrong. Did you not agree 
with me for the usual daily wage?” In other words: You received exactly what we agreed 
upon. The problem isn't that you were treated unfairly. The problem is that someone else 
was treated generously. And that is a very different thing which we don’t like. 

Jesus is challenging our understanding of fairness. Because we tend to think 
fairness means everyone gets what they deserve. But Jesus suggests that the kingdom 
of God operates by a different kind of fairness. The fairness of God begins with a simple 
conviction that everyone deserves enough. The workers who arrived at dawn had work. 
But the workers who arrived at five o'clock weren't refusing to work. They were standing 
there because no one had hired them. And at the end of the day, they still had families to 
feed. Bills to pay. Children who were hungry. Rent that was due. The landowner could 
have said, “Too bad. You should have gotten here earlier.” Instead, he says, “Go into the 
vineyard.” And when the day is over, he makes sure that everyone has enough. 

That is the radical part of Jesus' story. God's economy is not built around the 
question, “What have you earned?” God's economy begins by asking, “What do you 
need?” That is a difficult lesson for us. Because we live in a culture that constantly tells 
us that our worth is measured by our productivity. How much did you accomplish? How 
much money did you make? How successful are you? How much did you contribute? 
And, sometimes even in the church, we can fall into the same trap. We begin keeping 
score. Who has been here the longest? Who gives the most and if you give more than 
anyone else shouldn’t you have more say in what happens in the church? Who works the 
hardest? Who volunteers the most? Who deserves recognition? But Jesus says the 



kingdom of God is not a meritocracy. Grace cannot be earned. Love cannot be earned. 
And God's generosity is not something we can control. 

The people who worked one hour are not less worthy than the people who worked 
twelve. And the people who worked twelve hours are not less loved because someone 
else received the same daily wage. There is enough grace for everyone. That is where 
this parable becomes a converdation for us today. Because we are living in a time when 
we are arguing constantly about what is fair. 

Who deserves healthcare? Who deserves a living wage? Who deserves an 
education Who deserves a place to live? Who deserves to come into this country? Who 
deserves a second chance? Who deserves dignity? And beneath many of those 
arguments is the same question the workers asked: “What about me?” 

Jesus doesn't tell us that our needs don't matter. He tells us that someone else's 
needs don't diminish ours. That is a profoundly Christian understanding of fairness. We 
do not have to take something away from another person in order to have enough 
ourselves. The immigrant receiving help does not take away our humanity. The person 
struggling with poverty does not diminish our prosperity. The child receiving a meal does 
not make our meal smaller. The person who has been excluded does not threaten our 
belonging when they are finally welcomed. Someone else's dignity does not diminish 
ours. Someone else's justice does not rob us of justice. Someone else's blessing does 
not make God's blessing for us any smaller. There is enough. 

But there is another uncomfortable truth in this parable. The workers who had been 
there all day were angry because they had begun to believe that their labor gave them 
greater value. They had confused being first with being better. And Jesus repeatedly 
warns us about that temptation. The first shall be last. The last shall be first. The kingdom 
of God turns our usual measurements upside down. And perhaps that is why this parable 
is so uncomfortable. Because we would rather have a God who rewards us according to 
our calculations. A God who keeps score. A God who gives us exactly what we deserve. 

But the God Jesus reveals is a God who keeps opening the door. Keeps hiring, 
inviting, giving and saying to those who have been standing outside all day: “Come in. 
There is still work to do. There is still a place for you.” And perhaps that is the question 
this Gospel places before us today: What kind of fairness are we willing to practice? The 
fairness that says, “You get what you deserve”? Or the fairness that says, “No one should 
go without what they need”? The fairness that keeps score? Or the fairness that makes 
room? The fairness that asks, “Why should they get what I worked for?” Or the fairness 
that asks, “How can we make sure everyone has enough?” Jesus is not asking us to 
abandon justice. Quite the opposite. He is asking us to make our understanding of justice 
larger. Because justice without compassion can become punishment. Fairness without 
mercy can become cruelty. And equality without attention to need can simply preserve 
inequality. 

The kingdom of God is not about making sure everyone gets exactly the same 
thing. It is about making sure no one is forgotten. That is the grace at the heart of this 
parable. The people who arrived at sunrise were not cheated. The people who arrived at 
five o'clock were not forgotten. And that is the good news for every one of us. Some of us 
have spent years serving God. Others are still trying to figure out what their place is. 
Some have had every advantage. Others have spent much of their lives standing outside, 
waiting for someone to see them. But God sees them all. And God says to all of us: There 



is room; There is work and dignity and  grace because there is enough. And perhaps the 
challenge for us is not to ask whether God is being fair. Perhaps the challenge is to 
become the kind of people who are willing to practice God's kind of fairness. A fairness 
that sees the person standing outside and notices who has been overlooked. A fairness 
that refuses to confuse privilege with merit and does not ask first, “What did they do to 
deserve this?” but asks, “What does love require of us now?” 

Because in the vineyard of God's kingdom, the goal is not to prove who deserves 
the most. The goal is to make sure that everyone has a place. And when we finally 
understand that, perhaps we will stop keeping score. Perhaps we will stop worrying about 
who got more. And perhaps we will discover what Jesus has been trying to teach us all 
along: The abundance of God's grace is not diminished when it is shared. There is enough 
mercy, love, dignity, bread, justice and grace. There is enough for all of us. Amen. 
 


