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On a Wednesday night back in the old days, you know when we could
actually meet together, we watched a video. In fact, I think it covered two
Wednesday evenings. It was about an experiment that occurred over 50 years
ago. A third grade teacher named Jane Elliott wanted to teach her children
about race relations, what fair and unfair treatment are. She randomly divided
her class, all white children in Iowa, into two groups: brown eyed children
and blue-eyed children.
On the first day of the experiment, Ms. Elliott told the third graders that
brown eyed children were superior to blue eyed children. She said brown
eyed children are smarter, more civilized, why, they’re just better people than
blue eyed children. Throughout the day the brown eyed children were given
preferential treatment. They got to go to recess first and stay longer. They
were told they were smarter. The blue-eyed children, on the other hand, were
put down, dismissed, told that they were not smart and that they were not
clean.
Ms. Elliott says she watched a smart girl, who was designated as blue
eyed, begin to internalize the unfairness. Normally good with her
multiplication tables, the little girl began to make mistakes. She slumped in
her desk. At recess, three brown eyed girls ganged up on her. It became an
insult to call someone blue eyed.
The next day Ms. Elliott swapped the colors. The privileged brown
eyed children became unfairly treated blue eyed children. And the blue-eyed
children became the privileged ones.
I was amazed as I watched the affect this random assignment of eye
color had on these third graders from Iowa. It affected their performance. It
affected their behavior. Some became mean and aggressive. All of the
children wanted to be treated fairly. Everybody wants to be treated fairly,
right? Fairness is, well, fair! We think fairness is woven into the nature of

the universe. When the universe is at its best, everything is fair. Fairness is
the nature of God, is it not?
Is this fair? You work all day in a vineyard. It is hot, dusty,
backbreaking work. You take a few brief breaks for water and thirty minutes
for lunch. Otherwise you are doing the job you were hired to do. One hour
before the end of the workday another worker joins you. It’s still hot, dusty,
backbreaking work. But he works only one hour. You’ve worked the entire
day. When paychecks are distributed, you are both paid the same amount.
Not fair, right?
It surely seems unfair to me. Yet Jesus told a parable in which he said
that God and the Kingdom of God are just like that. It is a puzzling parable
about the unfairness of God. We call this story the Parable of the Laborers in
the Vineyard. As with most of the parables, Jesus likely told this story in
response to a question or perhaps a criticism. Many think that some group
criticized Jesus and asked a question something like this:
Jesus, why do you allow tax collectors and prostitutes and other
sinners to be your followers?
Good question. So perhaps in response to a criticism like that, Jesus
told this story. It begins early in the morning, 6 a.m., when a landowner goes
to the market to hire day laborers to bring in his harvest. In this case, the
harvest is his vineyard, grapes. He agrees to pay the laborers “the usual daily
wage,” what your translation may call a denarius, a day’s wage for a laborer.
The laborers, thinking this is fair, agree to the verbal contract and head off to
the vineyard.
It was a long workday back then—from 6 a.m. till 6 p.m. The
customary practice was for the landowner to pay his day laborers at the end
of each day. Day laborers were often desperate and needed the money to feed
their family that evening.
Here’s what happened next. At 9 a.m., three hours into the workday,
Jesus said that the landowner goes back to the market, sees other workers
standing idly, and contracts with them too. However, notice that the verbal
contract is different this time. He doesn’t agree to pay them “the usual daily
wage.” He says instead, “I will pay you whatever is right.” The implication
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is that he will be fair, but their pay will be less than the usual daily wage
because it’s already three hours into the workday.
Jesus said that the landowner goes back again at noon and then at 3 p.m.
and does the same thing. Then at 5 o’clock in the afternoon, one hour before
quitting time, he goes one more time and finds yet other workers standing idly
in the marketplace. And even at that late hour, perhaps because the work was
so urgent, he sends them too to gather his grape harvest.
I love how this story ends. At the end of the workday, he calls all the
workers in from the vineyard to pay them. Some have been working all day,
some part of the day, and some only one hour. Notice that he begins payment
with the ones who started work latest in the day. Guess what he paid them?
They worked one hour, and he pays them a denarius, the daily wage for a
laborer. Surely they weren’t expecting that. They hadn’t worked a full day,
yet they got a full day’s wage.
So what do you think the ones who started their workday at 6 a.m. were
thinking? They’re probably thinking, “Well, if he pays them a full day’s wage
for only one hour of work, then he’s probably going to pay us three or four
times that, maybe more. Why, that would only be fair.”
When the landowner gets to the ones who began their workday at 6
a.m., notice what happens. He pays them a denarius, the same amount as
those who worked only one hour. Jesus said that those workers grumbled. I
bet they did! It wasn’t fair, was it? They had been out there all day. It was
hot, dusty, backbreaking work. They had worked from sunup to sundown.
They had a right to grumble, didn’t they? By paying the others the same as
he paid them, he was making the others equal to the ones who had worked all
day. That just wasn’t fair.
The landowner reminds those who are grumbling that they agreed to a
verbal contract to work the full day for the usual daily wage, and that is what
they got. That was fair. Then he says this. This is where we begin to see a
picture of God and the Kingdom of God. He says that it is his choice and his
alone to be generous, and that they should not begrudge his decision to be
generous.
Jesus ended this parable with these profound words:
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So, the last will be first, and the first will be last.
Here’s something to ponder. I wonder if Jesus’ own apostles were the
critics whose question prompted this parable? At the end of the previous
chapter, Peter asked this question, “Look, we have left everything and
followed you. What then will we have?”
Here’s what I think happened. Peter and the other apostles were with
Jesus from the beginning—from sunup to sundown. They had sacrificed.
They did the hot, dusty, backbreaking work. Then late in the day others began
to follow Jesus. Maybe some were tax collectors. They certainly would have
resonated with Jesus’ teachings about forgiveness. Maybe some were
prostitutes. My goodness, they certainly needed his message of love. Maybe
there were all kinds of sinners falling in with Peter and the other apostles. And
Peter and the others observed that these sinners were being welcomed by Jesus
and given equal treatment. So, they asked their question, “Jesus, why do you
allow tax collectors, prostitutes, and other sinners to be your followers and
treat them as our equals?” So Jesus told this story to say that that is the way
it is with God and the Kingdom of God. God’s actions towards us are not
driven by what is fair. Rather, God’s actions are driven by grace, God’s
amazing generosity.
When you and I come to this puzzling parable today, we have to find
who we are in this story. You may identify with the tax collectors, prostitutes,
and other sinners, those who came later in the day. You haven’t really earned
a place among God’s people. Maybe there’s something in your past,
something you regret terribly. In the core of your being, you don’t need
anyone to tell you. You know that you are one of the sinners, and you carry
an existential feeling of unworthiness. If so, man, I’ve got great news for you.
God chooses to be generous towards you. God welcomes you into God’s
vineyard, not because you have earned it but because God gracious.
Or maybe you are like the apostles and me, and you identify with the
workers who started at 6 a.m. You’ve been doing this work for decades. From
sunup till sundown. You’ve been faithful. You’ve helped pay the bills. And
now the sinners have arrived, and they’re being treated like equals. It’s not
fair, is it? You and I must guard against pride, self-righteousness, because it
is true. God is not fair. God is gracious. That is the nature of God and the
Kingdom of God.
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Closing Prayer
Lord, thank you. Thank you that your generosity is greater than your
fairness. Use us all to do your vineyard’s work. Amen.
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