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that if I wanted to go to camp, I had to spread it all out!  I am sure I ar-
gued how this was, “Unfair!” We had an old home that sat on many 
acres of property, and the driveway was very wide and was a winding 
track that measured closer to a quarter mile than a couple dozen yards!   
Not to mention it was hot, humid, and sticky.  My grandmother Tillie, in 
her 80s,who loved to work hard in the hot and sticky, took the lead and 
offered to help me.  She stood 5ft nothing and maybe weighed a hun-
dred pounds.  She never got to do things like summer camps.  She grew 
up on a farm with 8 siblings.  You know I never heard her once use the 
term, “Unfair!”  She lived with us after my grand daddy died and liked 
helping in whatever ways she could, doing dishes, cooking, cleaning, and 
sweeping. Watching her shovel gravel motivated me. 
  
We worked for a while, and the pile got smaller, but I realized I needed 
more laborers to finish the task and go to camp.  So I called my buddies 
Barret Taylor, Chris Brown, and Michael Guy.  I told them how much fun I 
was having using a wheel barrow and offered them the generous com-
pensation of pizza and swimming in the pool.  They took the bait and 
never cried, “Unfair!”  With grandma Tillie as our foreman/woman, we 
moved all the gravel.  Four boys made it happen with a day to spare. 
 I was a little sore from the shoveling when I went to camp, but I want 
you to know that having to sweat and work for it helped me to appreci-
ate it more, and I no longer wanted my parents arrested for child abuse.  
 
My grandma was happy to work so that I could go to camp, so very 
grateful to live with my parents.  My friends Barret, Chris, and Michael 
didn’t go to camp, but seemed grateful for pizza and pool time.   
I don’t know who the true last ones are in this story and who the first 
ones are.  What I do know is that some of the most meaningful moments 
of my formative years happened at camp with friends who labored with 
me in the hot and humid and sticky. 
  
Maybe Jesus gives us challenging parables and wise sayings to keep us 
wondering where we are in the line of life?  Maybe, just maybe, 
those moments in life when we think life is completely unfair are the 
very moments when God wants us to discover God’s generosity and 
grace.  No matter where we find ourselves in line, eventually Jesus finds 
a way to bring us home. 
 
To God be the glory.  Amen. 



of you know, I got to play the role of Curly McLain in a recent produc-
tion of the musical Oklahoma!, and if you are not familiar with one of 
the story lines in the show, Curly and his nemesis Jud trade stares and 
jabs because they both want Laurie Williams to be their girl. Both char-
acters want something we all crave: love, affection, the care of a an-
other. Curly is cocky and acts to intimidate Jud, even baiting him to kill 
himself and mocking him.  Jud is jealous of Curly because he, like so 
many others, just treat Jud like dirt.  Jud is a hired hand, a day laborer 
on the farm, and doesn’t know how to be gentle, loving, and kind 
mainly because he’s never been treated that way.  Jud allows his 
jealously to get the best of him and it costs him everything. I think part 
of the point Jesus is making relates to jealousy.   
 
Jealousy is something we all have to work through in life.  Remember 
that other story Jesus tells about the older brother’s jealously of the 
younger brother when the dad welcomes the prodigal son home and 
throws him a party? Remember?  The dad is just so happy to have his 
younger son home, he cares less about judging and more about loving.   
The older brother is jealous, envious because he doesn’t think the 
younger brother earns the right to a party.  He whines to his daddy, 
“Not fair!”  That older brother is huffing and puffing mad on the porch, 
at the back of the line, we might say. “The last shall be first, and the 
first shall be last," Jesus says.  Some people think this little proverb, 
this little nugget of ancient wisdom is the moral of the parable 
Jesus tells.   
 
Others think the story stands on its own, and the proverb does too, 
but they march to the beat of the same drum.  They relate to each oth-
er.  If you were a law-focused Pharisee who believes every jot and title 
of the law must be kept to be faithful, what is the message of the para-
ble and the proverb for you?  If you are a new recruit of Jesus, a disci-
ple or a new follower, what is the message of the parable and the 
proverb for you?  What about us today?  What does this mean for us? 
As you sit with those questions, I share with you a story from my form-
ative years that I haven’t thought of in years, the 'parable of the grav-
el.'  
 
One week before I went to Boy Scout camp when I was 12, my parents 
had a huge truck load of gravel dumped in our driveway, and I was told 
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“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in 
the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard. 2After agreeing with the 
laborers for the usual daily wage, he sent them into his vineyard.  
3When he went out about nine o’clock, he saw others standing idle in 
the marketplace; 4and he said to them, ‘You also go into the vineyard, 
and I will pay you whatever is right.’ So they went. 5When he went out 
again about noon and about three o’clock, he did the same. 6And about 
five o’clock he went out and found others standing around; and he said 
to them, ‘Why are you standing here idle all day?’ 7They said to him, 
‘Because no one has hired us.’ He said to them, ‘You also go into the 
vineyard.’ 8When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his 
manager, ‘Call the laborers and give them their pay, beginning with the 
last and then going to the first.’ 9When those hired about five o’clock 
came, each of them received the usual daily wage. 10Now when the first 
came, they thought they would receive more; but each of them also re-
ceived the usual daily wage. 11And when they received it, they grumbled 
against the landowner, 12saying, ‘These last worked only one hour, and 
you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the day 
and the scorching heat.’ 13But he replied to one of them, ‘Friend, I am 
doing you no wrong; did you not agree with me for the usual daily wage? 
14Take what belongs to you and go; I choose to give to this last the same 
as I give to you.  15Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what be-
longs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?’  
16So the last will be first, and the first will be last.” 
 
The Word of the Lord.  Thanks be to God. 
 ----------------------- 
 What landowner in his right mind would hire and pay people the way 
this one does in the story Jesus tells? Who runs a business that way?   
Bad behavior like that, if left unchecked, will run a good business into the 
ground.  Does Jesus want us to think the landowner lacks competence? 
The guy does not seem to be very bright.  I would think before you travel 
to the market to hire your help for the day, you would figure out for cer-



tain how many laborers you need.  All of the back and forth is a waste 
of time and resources, unless the vineyard happens to be across the 
street from the market.  Who’s keeping watch of the day laborers at 
the vineyard when the boss is at the market?  Jesus, please tell us the 
kingdom of heaven values a bit more competence than the current 
picture you paint.  In addition to the issue of competence, we have the 
problem of compensation.  The workday is about 12 hours—sun up to 
sun down.  The laborers who sweat and toil from early in the morning 
through all the hours of the day in the hot, Palestinian sun deserve to 
be paid for what they do.  You work all day, you get the daily wage.  
You work only a few hours, and you get a portion of the daily wage.  
This is not difficult.  You don’t have to have an MBA to solve this prob-
lem.  In fact, I think most second grade children could create and com-
plete a compensation plan that is better than the one Jesus describes.  
What do you think? 
  
Ever wondered what it is like to be a day laborer in ancient times?  
Scholars tell us that day laborers struggle with grinding poverty.   
Work is hard to get.  Many slaves enjoy more security than day labor-
ers.  The average daily wage is a denarius, and that amount is barely 
enough to keep a person above the poverty line.  Laborers shuffle and 
hustle and scrap just to get by, just to have enough money to get food 
and shelter.  The day laborer’s life, much like the life of a minimum 
wage worker today, is not a life of well compensated peace, abun-
dance, and joy.   
  
After the issues of competence and compensation comes the reality of 
the clock.  The way Jesus tells the story, he wants us to consider the 
time of day.  Remember how the day goes?  The landowner hires la-
borers early, right about dawn, and then again at 9am, 12noon, 3pm, 
and 5pm.  Want to know what he does at 10, 2, and 4?  Drinks Dr. Pep-
per, of course!  At the end of the day, the landowner pays all laborers 
a full daily wage, and this happens with the last ones getting paid first.   
They are the ones who have been there the least amount of time.   
Every single laborer gets paid the full daily wage, and if you and I 
imagine ourselves as the all-day laborers in the story, we see how 
things are going down, and we cry out, “Unfair!” 
  
Unfair 
if you worked all day and did more for the same rate as the others.   
 

Unfair 
if you expect the owner to sort out who is more or less deserving. 
 

Unfair 
if you work only a little, getting what you don’t deserve! 
 
This strange story of Jesus seems altogether unfair! 
  

Rev. Patrick Wilson makes a keen observation about this story and all 
the unfairness:  "We see things from the back of the line, and what we 
see is offensive.  We see that it is not just equality, not just fairness, 
but something else we want: if the owner is going to play favorites, 
we want to be the favored one.  If the owner is going to be ridiculously 
generous, we want some of that generosity.  Why is God not that good 
to me?  Why does God not love me that much!”  (Patrick Wilson, 
Feasting on the Word: Matthew, vol. II, Homiletical Perspective, p. 
125).  Have you ever felt that way?  Maybe you feel that way right 
now, today? What is Jesus up to in telling us such a strange story?  
Maybe he believes that there is more for us to see?  God is very good 
to us.  God loves us more than we can imagine.  Who are we to judge 
the fairness of God? 
  
I think one feature of the parable that is worth our time and reflection 
has to do with the pointed question the landowner asks, as if directed 
to us in the back of the line: “Are you envious because I am generous?”  
The old King James translates it this way: "Is your eye evil?”  Hear the 
difference?  The problem’s not with the landowner’s generosity at all, 
is it?  He acts generous to the point of not being fair!  The problem is 
with our eye sight, our angle of vision.  Jesus knows there are many 
ways to look at the work of God, many ways to see the kingdom of 
heaven, many perspectives on its meaning. When someone gives us 
the evil eye or we give the old stink eye to someone else, there’s more 
than a little stinginess and envy in our glare.  We all have a shadow 
side to our personalities, the darker side of our character, something 
we’re not proud of.  When that side kicks in, we look down our noses 
at others.  We think our labors are superior, that we’re better than 
they, that we are more deserving of God’s attention, a better invest-
ment for God’s time and efforts.   
 
Some of us look at others with eyes of evil and don’t even realize we’re 
doing it, and some of us do it intentionally. How is it for you? As many 


