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 The Parable of the landowner that we just read is a popular one.  Perhaps because 

we’d all love to work in a vineyard.  Perhaps because we would all really love to work 

for 1 hour and receive 12 hours worth of pay.  But perhaps the strongest reason that the 

parable is popular is because most of us can relate to it.  Most of us have a good sense of 

what it means to be an employee - or perhaps an employer.  Many biblical stories 

reference things we don’t run into in our day to day lives, like sheep, mustard seeds, and 

quails.  Employment is something we can really relate too. 

 But I will confess, the fact that we can relate to the gospel story makes me a bit 

nervous too.  I mean, how many sermons have you already heard on this text.  Haven’t 

you heard this all before.  Will one more sermon on this text really help anyone?  Well - 

as usual - it just might depend on how we read the text. 

 We could focus on those workers who were the last ones picked.  Do you think 

that they were the lucky ones?  Most likely, many of us would think - yes of course - they 

worked 1 hours and received a day’s wages - they are lucky.  But perhaps we should stop 

for a second and wonder why it was that they were picked last.  Presumably they were 

picked last because nobody wanted them. 

 Picture this … you own a vineyard and you go to the town square to hire day 

labourers.  You think you need 5 workers.  But there are 20 workers in the square.  So, 

who do you pick?  Well, you likely pick the 5 workers that you think will work the 

fastest, or the strongest, or the ones who will not need to stop and rest all the time.  You 

pick the 5 best workers. 

 So the workers who were still not working late in the day may well have been the 

worst workers.  Perhaps they were infirm?  Perhaps they were older and a bit slower?  
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Perhaps they were lame or sick.  Perhaps they were like those people who always got 

picked last at school when the baseball teams were selected.  Perhaps - as workers - they 

were actually worth less than some of the other workers.  In ordinary life, they were 

probably not the people we normally think of as “lucky”.  But in this story, they are 

lucky. 

 If we read the text that way, then we are led to imagine that the kingdom of God is 

a place - or a state of mind - where all people are paid - and valued - equally, regardless 

of social status.  This is one of the texts that supports liberation theology’s notion of 

God’s preferential option for the poor.  “The poor” are paid for the full day.  The poor are 

paid before everyone else.  The first shall be last and the last shall be first.  That’s also 

classic United Church “liberal” theology. 

 But there is at least 1 other common way to read the story about the landowner.  

Matthew’s early Christian community was composed initially only of Jewish people who 

saw Jesus as the Jewish messiah.  As the Christian community grew, it grew to include 

non-Jewish people - people who brought their own traditions into the faith community.  It 

takes very little imagine to realize that there were have been tensions between the Jewish 

members and the non-Jewish members.  Part of that tension would have been because of 

the different traditions that the groups brought into the Christian community.  But one 

definite form of tension would have been caused by the fact that the Jewish members had 

followed God’s laws their whole lives, whereas the non-Jewish converts would be 

newbies.  They had not followed God’s laws their whole lives.  They didn’t eat special 

foods.  They had not paid their dues. 

 The Jewish members had “paid their dues” with a lifetime of service to God, 

whereas the non-Jewish members came late to the party.  It might have seemed that they 

just showed up to enjoy the benefits of membership.  They had not done the grunt work. 

 And so, in response to that tension, Matthew’s Jesus crafts a parable that says that 

all workers get the same reward, no matter how long - or even how well - they have been 

working.  Therefore, a non-Jewish person who converted to Christianity last week was 

placed on an equal footing with a Jewish person who had been faithful their whole lives.  
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But does that sound fair?  Well, it’s about as fair as what is depicted in the parable.  

Christianity is not run like a union shop!  The parable speaks to a reversal of status 

between church members - the last shall be first and the first shall be last - which is the 

main reason why the Jesus Seminar rates this parable as authentic Jesus material. 

 It may or may not be fair, but perhaps it is at least expected.  Many things in life 

come equally to all of us, regardless of class or status.  When it rains, the rain falls on 

everyone.  Perhaps the most important asset we have - time - is equally distributed.  We 

all get 24 hours in a day.  And in the Exodus passage, the Hebrews all get the same food.  

The manna from heaven was for everyone equally - the whiners and the winners, the 

grumblers and the workers.  The complainers and the adapters. 

 One interesting point about the manna.  Even though the people had grumbled for 

food, when it was put in front of them they … well, here’s the quote  “When the Israelites 

saw it, they said to one another, ‘What is it?’ For they did not know what it was.  Moses 

said to them, ‘It is the bread that the Lord has given you to eat’.” 

 The Hebrews wanted a gift.  They complained for a gift.  They needed a gift.  But 

when the gift was right in front of their eyes, they did not recognize it.  I wonder why that 

was?  When the Hebrews crossed the Red Sea, and the waters came back and filled the 

Sea, not only were the Egyptians dealt with, but the Hebrews had lost any hope they 

might of had of returning to the “good old days”.  The Hebrews were pining for the past, 

and because of that, they failed to see the gifts that were right in front of them. 

 Does that sound familiar to anyone here?  Can anyone here even imagine having a 

gift right in front of your eyes and not realizing it is there? 

 I want to share a simple “gift” story from our first Community Lunch and Food 

Bank event down at Martin Luther Church.  That was the first day that the Food Bank 

and Community Lunch ran at Martin Luther, so I was there to provide extra support.  And 

Karen had made a sign for the Lakeshore, and had put signs on a large board with glue 

stick.  And it was raining lightly.  I was at the front door greeting people, but the light rain 

made the signs fall from the board to the sidewalk every minute or so.  So, I dutifully 

went outside into the light drizzle every minute or so to pick the signs off the sidewalk 
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and stick them back on the board.  Well, about the 3rd time I did that, after putting the 

signs back on the board I looked up and saw … wait for it … people approaching.  Can 

you imagine my horror?  So, I stood up, and invited them to join us for a free lunch or 

come to our food bank.  And they thanked me and then went right in!!  It didn’t take me 

very long to realize two things - to recognize two gifts that were right in front of my eyes.  

The first gift was that the drizzle forced me to open myself up and go out to the street.  

And that opened my eyes to the other gift.  Our new location on the Lakeshore will be 

great.  There are lots of people there, and many of them are more than happy to share a 

meal or receive some groceries. 

 Those 2 gifts were right in front of my eyes, but I didn’t recognize them right 

away.  But I do now. 

!
[share your own stories of gifts you didn’t recognize right away.] 

!
 We are gifted people.  Sometimes to receive a gift, all we have to do is open our 

eyes and engage in life.  Go out this week with open eyes and receive new gifts. 

!
Amen.
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