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It’s not fair,
It’s not fair,

It’s just not fair.

How many times have we had a child run up to us,

Bellowing these words at us,

Either tugging at our heartstrings because it truly doesn’t seem fair
Or making us angry,

Because the child has been blown things out of proportion.

Many of us, even as adults, encounter situations

At work or in other organizations,

Where things seem downright unfair.

The situations offend our sense of how the world should operate.

In our current economic environment

We often see things that seem unfair.

When there is a layoff,

We often wonder why one person is asked to leave,
And another, who doesn’t seem to deserve it, is allowed to stay.

Currently, many families are only one paycheck

Away from disaster.

An illness, a car accident, or an unexpected expense

Can leave them unable to make the payments due to the bank.

It doesn’t seem fair that they could lose everything they worked for.

Yet, in the current environment,

Banks, who are often themselves struggling,

Can’t help the person who falls behind,
Or they will be unfair to the people
Who have trusted the bank with their savings. 

What seems unfair may often depend on where we are standing.
Just this past week,

There were two sets of people in the news,
Who are dealing with financial catastrophe.

We saw the pictures of Galveston Texas,

And we heard the heart wrenching stories

Of towns with nearly every house destroyed,

And of people who have lost all of their material belongings.

Our hearts go out to these people,
Even if they did build houses,

Practically on the beach, in flood zones.  

Despite their judgment errors in planning their homes,

Most of us would agree that being a storm victim
Seems terribly unfair.
We can empathize with the victims of Hurricane Ike,.

Another set of people, this past week,

Also faced the loss of everything 
That anchored their lives.

The heads and executives

Of the various financial firms that have dotted the news,

Also are facing personal loss—loss of jobs, businesses and reputations.

Many of these people

Are also guilty of judgment errors,

Yet most of us have difficulty,

Summoning any sympathy for them.

If truth be told,

There are probably a few of us

Who are just a wee bit smug over the downfall of the financial executives.

Not many of us are expending much energy 

Talking about how unfair it is for them

To have lost their jobs.  

Likewise, many of us feel that it is fair

For taxpayers to help bail out an individual homeowner 

Who made a bad decision 

As to where to build a home,

But we may be less willing to bail out a bank,
That made a bad decision concerning

To whom to lend money.
Fairness depends on where you are standing,

And what your experience has been.

The parable that we heard from Matthew’s Gospel this morning

Probably left many of us scratching our heads

About the fairness of the situation.

A vineyard owner

Goes out in the morning

And hires some day laborers

To pick grapes in preparation for wine production.

The people selected for this job

Were happy to have the work,

Happy to be able to feed their families this evening.

They agreed with the owner as to the daily wage

And went to work, working diligently for their salary.

The vineyard owner decided he needed more laborers

And went out several times during the day to hire more people.

Each time he brought the people to the vineyard,
And they immediately began to work.

All of the laborers quit at the same time.

The ones who had worked the shortest time

Were paid first and, surprisingly, were paid the normal daily wage.

Each person in turn received the usual daily wage,

Regardless of how long he had worked.

When the people who had worked the twelve hour shift

Doing back-breaking work in the broiling sun

Received their wage,
They thought that they would get something extra,

For having put in a full day’s work.  

Yet they were paid the same daily wage

As the person who worked only one hour at the end of the day,

In the cooler part of the evening.  

You can see the faces of these full day laborers.

They were crestfallen.
As they had watched the short timers being paid,

They had raised their own expectations

About the wage they would receive. 

Perhaps, they were already making plans

About how to spend the extra money.

Would there be an extra piece of meat

Or a bottle of wine for dinner that evening?
When they saw the standard wage placed in their hands,
They looked at the vineyard owner

With anger and dismay

At what they perceived to be the unfairness of the situation. 

Even though the full day workers had started out the day,
Happy to have work,
And happy that for that day they would have the usual daily wage,

Now they felt cheated.  

Most of us find it easy to sympathize with the full day workers.

We think they did what they were supposed to,

And they weren’t treated fairly. 

We might even say, skeptically, good workers always finish last. 

Yesterday morning at the women’s breakfast,

I related the outline of this morning’s text,

And immediately there were several people who commented

That the story didn’t seem fair. 

We, who live in a capitalistic society like the US

Have come to believe 

That payment needs to balance work performed.

More work should equal more payment.  

People who don’t work

Should not receive payment.  

We immediately side with the workers who worked all day.

We agree that they have been cheated,

And we call out unfair, it’s just unfair.

Yet step back for a moment.

Put yourself in the shoes of the vineyard owner.

He stood to lose a large grape harvest,

If the grapes weren’t brought in on time.

Perhaps when he saw the work progressing slowly,

He realized that he needed extra help,
And was willing to pay a full day’s wages

Just to assure that the crop did not rot on the vine.

It seemed fair to him,

That he could spend his money as he desired

To ensure that his crop would be safely harvested.

Or, just for a moment,

Put yourself in the shoes of the day laborer.
The one who stood all day,

Praying that he would be hired.

Perhaps, he too, stood in the broiling sun,

Consumed with worry that his children would not eat tonight.

When we stand in those shoes,

The saddest words in this Gospel lesson,

Are the words “No one has hired us.”

Imagine how this worker felt,

When finally the vineyard owner selected him for paying work.

Imagine his joy when he realized

That he would be paid for a full day’s work.

That evening, his children, too would have food to eat.  

It seemed fair to him

That everyone was paid a living wage.  

The vineyard owner’s need to have a harvested crop

And this man’s need to feed his children balanced.

To both of them the payment seemed fair.  

Our propensity to see the situation 

From the eyes of the full day worker,

May be reflective of our familiarity

With the situation of limited resources,
Where when I get more, you get less. 

In this case, the full day worker did not actually get less.
He got what had been agreed to.

The generosity of the vineyard owner

Was not taken out of the wages of the full day worker.

Jesus starts this parable,

Comparing the situation of the vineyard owner

To that of the Kingdom of Heaven.

That should be a clue for us right off the bat,

That this vineyard owner

Will not play according to human rules and expectations. 

Treatment in the kingdom of heaven

Is dependent on God’s grace and generosity

Not on whether we have labored long and hard in God’s vineyard,

Or have arrived just before sundown. 

This aspect of God’s grace makes many of us very uncomfortable.

We may side with the full day worker,

Because we think that, like him,

We have been toiling for long hours and long days

In God’s vineyard, in support of God’s mission.

Even when we give lip service to being recipients of God’s grace,

We wonder, at least a little bit, if all that extra work

Has not perhaps given us at least a gold star,

Or a ride on the express train, rather than the local, to heaven.

We hope that God will at least recognize what we have done.

Maybe we will, at least, get to hear those words

“Well done, good and trustworthy servant.”  

Yet in our more humble moments

We realize that a full day’s work in God’s vineyard

Or even a full life’s work,

Would still leave us woefully short

Of deserving the gifts that God has promised to us.
With our human values,

We are simply incapable of comprehending,

That these gifts which come to us only through God’s grace and generosity.
When we say the vineyard owner is not fair,
Perhaps we are right.

If the God as the vineyard owner acted fairly,

And gave us what we deserve,
None of us could ever hope to see our Savior face to face.

The Good News for us

Is that God is not fair!
God uses each of us in God’s vineyard

For a shorter or a longer time,

In the ways that match God’s needs.

After our time in the vineyard,

God does not give us what we deserve.

Instead, in the ultimate act of unfairness,

God sacrificed God’s son for us,

So that we would not receive what we deserve.
Perhaps when we place ourselves

In the shoes of the sundown worker,

We are more able to see God’s grace.

God is, indeed, not fair.

God who is filled with grace,
Uses kingdom of heaven economics,

To give each of us more than we could ever earn or deserve.

Amen
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