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 There is no one I know who has read the parable of the landowner without expressing a 

certain amount of outrage.  So quickly we jump to the age old refrain:  “But it just isn’t fair!”  

We have a pretty well developed sense in our society that time equals money.  Since the 

beginning of time we have had drummed into us certain ideas about labor, income, productivity, 

and wealth.  We expect a workday of a certain length, and we marvel at people such as Doctors 

in Residency who work shifts which seem extraordinarily long and demanding.  Is it safe?  Is it 

fair?  We believe that workers should get paid by the hour for the time they work, and we 

become uneasy if we think that our less productive co-workers might be getting the same wages 

that we get, or if others get the same wages for working fewer hours.  Is it fair? 

 Our Puritan heritage drives us to understand work as absolutely necessary to success.  We 

make fun of those who live off inherited money without working, and we continually seek to 

require work from every person who receives public assistance, no matter what their situations 

may be.  And just you go and try to collect unemployment.  The system is gothic.  Once in my 

life when I was involved in a layoff I found myself in tears at the Unemployment office, 

suffering from the humiliation of it all, while wondering how on earth to live on the tiny 

unemployment check until I could find my next job.  Of course that was only fair. 

 It’s a standard trade-off for us: work and money.  Work harder or longer and you make 

more.  We should all be trying to better ourselves by climbing the ladder to greater success and 

therefore greater wages.  Raise the minimum wage?  Why?  That’s what those people agreed to 

work for, and that’s the system, and of course it is fair, right? 



 It is no wonder that Jesus parable irritates us.  It flies in the face of our pre-conceived 

notions of what is fair.  We get all tangled up in that part of the story such that perhaps we are in 

danger of missing some other points Jesus is making. 

 For instance, what about that introductory sentence:  “Jesus said, ‘The kingdom of 

heaven is like a landowner who went out early….’”  This parable is not intended to depict the 

status quo.  Rather, it is one of the ways in which Jesus attempts to illustrate for us God’s ways.   

Remember that passage from the prophet Isaiah: “For My thoughts are not your thoughts, 

Nor are your ways My ways,” says the LORD.” (Is 55:8)  Time and again Jesus tried to help us 

understand God’s ways so that we could change our own ways to conform to the kingdom of 

heaven.  	

 So what are God’s ways in this parable?  Apparently, God’s focus is on generosity and 

inclusion rather than on “fair compensation” as we know it.  Just look at this landowner in the 

kingdom of heaven.  The landowner is eager to make the vineyard as productive as possible, 

however he seems not to focus solely on the bottom line, but rather on getting as many people as 

possible to help with the harvesting.  Disciples of Christ author Chris Dorsey says, “The 

landowner is willing to offer more than a fair wage, because there is more at stake than a simple 

wage/labor calculation.”1  Remember Jesus’ statement that “the harvest is plentiful but the 

laborers are few”?  	

 The landowner sees that those who come later to the harvest had in fact been out looking 

for work all that time and were just unable to find it.  And so, the landowner makes sure that all 

of the laborers are equally able to provide for their families.  After all, the necessities of life—

food, water, clothing, shelter—are the same for all.  God affirms the dignity and worth of all the 

workers God loves and invites to participate in the harvest.	



 So this is what it would be like to be a part of God’s economy.  Everyone—both those 

who came early and those who came late—would by the mercy and generosity of God receive 

what they needed to live and thrive.  All would have the opportunity to get on board with God’s 

thoughts and ways, rejoicing together in the harvest.	

 Jesus told us these parables of the kingdom so that we might adjust our vision to that of 

the kingdom of heaven, so that we might dare to think a bit more as God thinks, to be generous 

with others even as God is generous with all.  In this story we see the model of good 

stewardship.  Inclusion: all must be welcomed to work together in the harvest.  Generosity: all 

must be honored equally for that is how God chooses to honor people.  Our challenge is to learn 

to let go of our human pre-occupation with the bottom line and to live into God’s way of valuing 

people more than profits; and to remember whose land it is, anyway.	

	

	

1 Christian Century Magazine, August 30, 2017.	
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