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Sometimes, I think I’m lucky to have been an only 

child: no brother or sister to fight over whose piece of pie  

was bigger, or who got more allowance, or whose turn it 

was to take out the trash: it was always mine. And my pie 

slice was always enough. life seemed so fair – back 

then…but, not so much in today’s ‘parable of the 5 

O’clock People:” the story everybody loves to hate - even 

monkeys don’t like it:  an Australian newspaper ran a 

piece about a university of Atlanta experiment with a 

group of monkeys – like ‘Marcel:’ the one ross had on 

“friends – who, by the way, is now the mascot for the Los 

Angeles Angels… anyway, these guys were given the task 

of picking up a small stone and bringing it to the 

researcher within a minute.  When successful, they were 

rewarded with a slice of cucumber. And it worked great–  

as long as the ‘pay’ was the same.  

But, the researchers changed the rules, and 

started giving one monkey a grape, while the rest still got 

the cucumber - and that’s when the story turned to ‘sour’ 

grapes: at first the others just stopped working - then, 

they took to throwing away the cucumber and the stone 

– because their sense of justice had been offended… a lot 

like us –we’re ok until we see someone who’s better off-  

that’s when we demand an end to such monkey 

business. 

So, Peter asked the question for us – for all of us 

too sophisticated, or too scared to ask it, and too self-

righteous to admit that we even think it: “OK, Jesus: 

we’re following you…now, what's in it for us?” 

We’re all taught from the start that ‘doing more 

is worth more:’ if a 5-year-old gets a dollar for picking up 

their toys, and an 8 year old gets 5 dollars for feeding the 

dog, emptying the garbage, and vacuuming the living 

room - then a 12 year old oughta get considerably more 

for mowing the lawn, doing some laundry, watching 

younger siblings, and cleaning the garage don’t you 

think?  it’s only ‘fair.’ Chores and allowances teach that 

in this world’s economy we have to do work in order to 

receive any ‘rewards.’ ‘Hard work pays off’…except when  

 

it doesn’t: working hard, intentionally making our best 

effort: hoping for a promotion or a pay raise…but, it 

doesn’t come. instead, all we get is a boss who takes us  

for granted, and pours on even more. 

When it does work – when it is fair – then an 

honest hour’s wage for an honest hour’s work keeps us 

satisfied – until we see someone making more, for doing 

what we think is less. That’s what makes today’s Gospel 

text so unsettling. 

Matthew seems to have been a perfectionist - a 

real stickler for rules and regulations. Actions have 

consequences for Matthew, and if you play you'd better 

be prepared to pay. After all, isn’t that why so many 

people go to church? To be reminded of the rules? Do 

what Jesus would do, read your Bible every day, pray for 

your enemies, take your vitamins, keep your nose clean, 

and you'll be alright. Grace? of course there’s Grace - but 

if you step out of line, God's gonna’ get you, Grace or no 

Grace! Matthew must have been a hall monitor when he 

was in school… 

Barbara Brown Taylor says the parable’s like the 

“cod liver oil moms used to give their kids: you know it's 

good for you, you trust the one who is giving, but that 

still doesn't make it any easier to swallow.” Grace never 

is – unless we’re the one receiving it. It’s something that 

just doesn't feel so ‘gracious’ when we have to share it 

with someone else – especially if it's someone we don't 

think deserves it. Grace is the break you get when you 

don't deserve it – but, we never really understand it until 

we experience it. The more amazing God's Grace 

becomes, the more we grumble about it.  

Vince Lombardy had his own sense of grace – 

one of his players said “He treats every player the same:  

like dogs…" God does the opposite: treats us all as his 

beloved children – and, sometimes, that’s just as hard to 

swallow because we’re born with a huge sense of 

entitlement - which morphs into a sense of what’s fair 

and what’s not: give a 4-year-old two small pieces of 

cake, and his 10-year-old sister one big piece – each 
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weighing exactly the same, and no matter how hard you 

try to explain that two smalls equal one big, the 4-year-

old will never get it. Developmental psychologists say 

that’s because 4-year-olds have yet to develop the 

cognitive capacity to think ‘abstractly.’ Yet long after we 

have, the Parable of the Vineyard still strikes us as unfair 

- because no matter how much we say we’re ‘justified to 

God by faith,’ most of us still hold the shrouded belief 

that ‘we get what we deserve’ – or at least we should…as 

long as it’s good.  

In the book, ‘Alexander and the Terrible,Horrible,  

No Good, Very Bad Day,’ Alexander wakes up and says: ‘I 

went to sleep with gum in my mouth - and now there's 

gum in my hair…and when I got out of bed, I tripped on 

the skateboard and by mistake dropped my sweater in 

the sink while the water was running, and I could tell it 

was going to be a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad 

day. 

After a bad day at school - and an even worse 

time at the dentist, Alexander continues with his book of 

lamentations: “Lima beans for dinner? I hate limas! 

There was kissing on TV and I hate kissing. My bath was 

too hot. I got soap in my eyes…I bit my tongue. The cat 

wants to sleep with my brother, not with me…it has been 

a terrible, horrible, no good, very bad day. I think I'll 

move to Australia.” 

Ever have days like that - days when life seems 

so unfair? Don’t start counting them – you’ll get 

depressed…. 

Sometimes it does appear that some people are 

receiving more of God’s Grace than others. But – 

fortunately or not, depending on your perspective -  

Christians live not in a world of justice, but of Grace.  

Jesus certainly believed in a God of justice, but his vision 

of a God of compassion was much clearer. 

If our primary concern is limited to a life of 

‘fairness’ – we’ll often be disappointed. If we overlook 

the mystery in life and need to have everything neatly 

explained, gratitude and graciousness will be edged out. 

we’ll forget about the people who love us more than we 

deserve, and about the God who extends 

forgiveness…even to me.” 

But, sometimes, we’re just not able to ignore the 

unfairness: a truck driver - just a little guy– went into a 

cafe for lunch. While there on a stool, 3 chunky bikers 

came in and began picking on him – for no reason: 

grabbed his food, and laughed in his face. The driver 

didn’t say anything: just got up, paid the tab and walked 

out.  

One of the bullies laughed to the waitress: “What 

a wimp, huh?"  

The waitress replied, “Well, maybe…and,” 

pointing out the window: “he's not much of a truck 

driver, either: he just ran over three motorcycles." 

Today’s story shatters all our preconceived 

assumptions about the justice of God: the real pay is not 

the wage offered at the end of the day. the work in God’s 

Vineyard is - itself –  our gift which carries its own reward. 

No offense intended: but, that’s the only reason most 

Lutheran pastors - with a Master’s degree - work for 

what is – considerably less than ‘market value.’ 

All of us have been taught: you get out of 

something what you put into it. We live in a world of 

tenure and seniority and it just goes against our grain 

when Jesus says: ‘The first shall be last, and the last shall 

be first.’ But, Brennan Manning, in The Ragamuffin 

Gospel, speaks of God’s lavish Grace that “neutralizes our 

distinctions of “first” and “last” in the kingdom:  “the 

Gospel of Grace nullifies our adulation of televangelists, 

charismatic superstars, and local church heroes,” he 

says. “Grace proclaims the awesome truth that all is gift. 

All that is good is ours - not by right -  but by the sheer 

bounty of a gracious God.”  While there is much we may 

have earned:  our degree, our salary, our home, a Miller 

Lite and a good night’s sleep — all that’s possible only 

because we’ve been given so much: eyes to see and 

hands to touch…arms to hug…a mind to shape ideas, and 

a heart to beat with love.  

When we’re children, we count how many 

M&Ms Bobby got from grandma. As grownups, we still 

count the M&Ms because hard work should be 

rewarded, and education should pay off, right? But, 

God’s Kingdom – and God’s Grace in the Church – isn’t 

based on our achievements. It’s based on what Christ has 

already accomplished – on the cross. It’s so radical, so 

‘amazing’ – it’s not about what’s fair -  but on what isn’t!   

And that – in the end – is not just the good news  

of the Christian Gospel – it’s the greatest news for all 

humanity: “Amazing Grace – how sweet the sound – that 

saved a wretch like me!” We just have to ignore life’s 

‘unfairness’ – ‘cause that’s what it is! Always has been. 

Always will be: no promises of a ‘rose garden’ 

here…focus, instead, on Grace: “The best things in life 

are free – like the commercial jingle sings;” and, like my 

screen saver tells me every day: ‘Be Yourself: Everyone 

Else Is Taken.”  

When you have another one of Alexander’s 

terrible, horrible, no good, very bad days,’ here’s 

something else to call to mind: “The Lord has promised 

good to me: his word my hope secures: he will my shield 

and portion be – as long as life endures.”  

Take that paycheck to the bank! Amen. 
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