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If you’ve been listening to me for very long, you know of my deep love for the plays of William 

Shakespeare and if you know that, it’s likely that you know that my favorite of the plays of the 

Bard of Avon is “The Tragedy of Hamlet, Prince of Denmark.”  A scene from which I have often 

quoted is Act II, scene ii, in which the players arrive at Elsinore.  After some banter with the 

players and after hearing them play some short scenes, Hamlet instructs Polonius to care for their 

needs:  “Good my lord, will you see the players well bestowed? Do you hear, let them be well 

used; for they are the abstract and brief chronicles of the time: after your death you were better 

have a bad epitaph than their ill report while you live.”  Polonius replies, “My lord, I will use 

them according to their desert,” to which Hamlet retorts, “God's bodykins, man, much better: use 

every man after his desert, and who should 'scape whipping?  Use them after your own honour 

and dignity: the less they deserve, the more merit is in your bounty.”  It is a beautiful little lesson 

in grace. 

 

We Christians often say we are saved by grace but we need to remember it is not our own grace 

which saves us.  Like the players, if we were treated as we deserve, it is unlikely that any of us 

should escape whipping.  It is the gracious love of our Creator, made incarnate in Jesus, which 

saves us and a good thing, too.  Our own grace is too rarely extended to cover anyone but 

ourselves, our families, and perhaps our friends.  Sometimes, not even our families receive much 

grace at our hands. 

 

Our two parables this morning are illustrations of just how easy it is for our sense of grace to fail 

us when we deal with the perceived faults of others.  Yes, I did say “two parables,” because 

along with the parable told by Jesus which we just heard we should probably consider the book 

of Jonah to be a parable as well.  Many scholars, both Christian and Jewish, hold to this approach 

as some of us learned when we studied Jonah in “Soup, Salad, & Soul” this spring.  Historical 

inaccuracies and obvious exaggerations help lead us to this conclusion – for example the fact that 

Nineveh did not have its own king but was rather one of the cities in the Assyrian Empire or the 

description of Nineveh as being “a three days’ walk across” – no city in the Ancient East was so 

large.  And if the story of Jonah was meant to be an accurate representation of the actions of a 

prophet of God, we would have to seriously ask just what kind of prophet this was who both fled 

from trying to do God’s will and pouted when God’s will was accomplished. 

 

It is the pouting that is the tie to the story Jesus tells and to my point this morning.  We read in 

chapter 4 of Jonah that the prophet is furious with God for sparing from destruction a city of 

people and animals that Jonah does not believe deserve grace.  This is, of course, after God has 

saved him from drowning even though Jonah was in the sea precisely because he had disobeyed 

God.  God reminds Jonah of the gracious ways of God by causing a plant to grow to give the 

prophet shelter from the heat of the sun, then reminds Jonah of how uncomfortable it can be to 

live without grace when God sends a worm to kill the plant and Jonah is subject to the hot sun 

again.  At no point does Jonah seem to catch on.  In good parabolic form, the story ends with a 

question: “Then the Lord said, “You are concerned about the bush, for which you did not labor 

and which you did not grow; it came into being in a night and perished in a night. And should I 

not be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and 

twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many 

animals?”” 
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Before we write Jonah off as hopeless, of course, we should check in with our own ability to be 

gracious.  We must remember that Nineveh, standing in here for the empire of Assyria, was the 

most fearsome military force of its day.  It was the Assyrians that destroyed the Northern 

Kingdom of Israel, wiping it off the map as a political entity, scattering its inhabitants across the 

vast Assyrian holdings so that we still speak today of the “Ten Lost Tribes.”  We also still 

remember, at least in literature, the ferocity and cruelty of the Assyrian war machine.  Perhaps 

some of you, like me, learned these lines from George Gordon, Lord Byron, in school: 

“The Assyrian came down like the wolf on the fold, 

And his cohorts were gleaming in purple and gold; 

And the sheen of their spears was like stars on the sea, 

When the blue wave rolls nightly on deep Galilee.” 

The people of Israel, and of Judah which nearly succumbed to the Assyrians as well, had good 

reason to hate and fear those warlike predators.  The memory would have lingered for many, 

many years, just as the sight of stiff-armed salutes and swastika armbands causes tempers to flair 

today, more than 70 years after the destruction of the Third Reich.  But what if… what if the 

prophetic testimony of Dietrich Bonhoeffer and others in the Confessing Church had turned the 

heart of Adolf Hitler before the end?  Would we have the grace to thank God for his salvation? 

 

Our New Testament parable this morning is also about God’s grace and the all-too-human lack 

of it.  As many of us read the parable with our 21
st
 century Euro-American “Protestant work-

ethic” lenses, we will be tempted to question the justice of the vineyard owner’s actions.  Is it fair 

for those who worked only one hour to be paid the same as those who worked for twelve?  What 

is the balance of justice and mercy?  What is the balance of deserts and need?  The well-known 

Episcopal preacher, Barbara Brown Taylor asks, “When we read this parable, why do we tend so 

immediately to identify with the folks hired at the crack of dawn?”  Is it because we see 

ourselves as somehow more virtuous than those who were hired later? 

 

As is usually the case, I suggest we start to untangle these questions by looking at the context of 

the parable.  First comes its context within the flow of the Gospel According to Matthew.  The 

parable comes in the midst of four pericopes which illustrate in one way or another Jesus’ 

repeated saying, “the last will be first and the first will be last.”  In chapter 19, verses 13-15, we 

have the story of Jesus blessing little children and saying of these often discounted persons, “it is 

to such as these that the kingdom of heaven belongs.”  The remainder of chapter 19 is given over 

to the story of the rich young man who yearns for salvation but cannot part from his possessions 

and Jesus’ teaching to the disciples on the subject of riches, including the famous similitude 

about the rich man and the gates of heaven being like a camel and the eye of a needle.  It is also 

in this section when Jesus first says, “the last will be first and the first will be last.”  Then he tells 

our parable.  Following this irritating story, he reminds the disciples that he himself must be 

mocked, flogged, and crucified before he is raised.  He does not say it but he is talking about the 

one who is truly first being made last before he can be first again.  Then comes the story of the 

mother of the sons of Zebedee asking that they will sit on either side of him in his kingdom.  As 

Jesus addresses the disciples in the wake of this astonishing request, he reminds them, “whoever 

who wishes to be great among you must be your servant.” 

 

Seen in this context, we can begin to realize that the parable is not a story about the proper 

workings of the human economy and especially not the capitalist, pay-by-the-hour economy but 
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rather about the economy of God’s grace.  This story from Jesus is a beautiful illustration of the 

Sabbath-based economy called for in Torah.  In Sabbatical economy, the focus is not on deserts 

but on need, not on production but on need.  The land is to lie fallow for one year out of seven 

because that is the need of the land to prevent over-farming and depletion of the soil.  Slaves are 

to be released in the seventh year, not because they have discharged their debt but because mercy 

requires that they can reasonably hope for release.  Debts are to be forgiven in the seventh year, 

regardless of their paid status.  In the Jubilee year, after the seventh Sabbatical year, land that has 

been sold is to be returned to the family of its original owner so that no family will be trapped in 

the cycle of landless poverty.  That year was also called “the Year of the Lord’s favor” and I 

hope we all remember how Jesus quoted Isaiah in the Gospel According to Luke: “The Spirit of 

the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good news to the poor. He has sent me 

to proclaim release to the captives and recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, 

to proclaim the year of the Lord’s favor… Today this scripture has been fulfilled in your 

hearing.” 

 

This Sabbatical economy seems counter-intuitive to us because despite the fact that we proclaim 

that we are saved by grace, we are actually convinced that everything in this world must be 

earned.  So ingrained is this belief that it even affects how this parable is translated into English.  

In the major English translations, we read again and again that the vineyard owner went back to 

the marketplace and found men “idle, standing around, standing around doing nothing” and other 

pejorative descriptions.  Rev. D. Mark Davis who writes the web-based commentary, “Left 

Behind and Loving It,” points out that the Greek word in these verses could just as easily be 

translated “unemployed.”  These men aren’t lazy good-for-nothings!  They are looking for work 

in the only avenue available to first century day laborers but no one has hired them yet! 

 

Davis also tells a story of a similar situation in his own, present-day context, which I would like 

to read to you: “I recall visiting a small canton in El Salvador, where the primary employment 

for real wages—outside of creative bartering systems that develop out of necessity—was the 

brief harvesting season for coffee beans. That year, despite the exorbitant increases in the cost of 

a cup of coffee at local coffee shops in wealthy countries, wholesale prices for coffee beans were 

at an all-time low. The owner of the local coffee finca—not a local person, but an investor from 

San Salvador—decided that it would be more profitable to allow the beans to rot and fall to the 

ground than to pay the costs of harvesting and selling them. It was simply an economically 

rational choice for the landowner. It was a devastating choice for the local community.  The day 

laborers in this canton would be considered idle… But, they were not idle. They scratched out 

their own gardens as much as possible, since they had no money to buy seed or fertilizer. They 

broke boulders and used the pieces to make a steep dirt path into a cobblestone road that would 

not wash away in the rainy season. And they became inventive, fashioning something useful that 

they might barter on the street during market days.”  Davis reflects, “In the parable of the 

workers, the remarkable fact that some of the workers were still at the market as late as five 

o’clock, indicates that the jobless outnumbered the jobs that day, and they didn’t even have their 

own sustainable gardens to go home and tend.” 

 

Davis’ story of the day laborers in El Salvador illuminates a situation that is not, alas, confined to 

the experience of Third World countries.  An early morning visit to the parking lot of the Home 

Depot north of us on 99 will prove that as our own day laborers, mostly Latino, line up to accept 
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offers of far less than what it takes to feed, house, and clothe their families in our tech-driven 

economy.  Pablo A. Jiménez of the Episcopal Theological Seminary of the Southwest in Austin, 

Texas, explains how this scenario, played out across the United States, changes the way that the 

Gospels are read and interpreted:  “Hispanic hermeneutics departs from the social location of the 

Hispanic people in the United States. Therefore, it reads the text from the perspective of the 

"desempleados," the unemployed Latinos who stand at intersections of busy streets, waiting for 

somebody to pass by and offer them twenty dollars in exchange for doing house or yard chores. 

It reads the text from the perspective of the "niñeras" and the "sirvientas," Latinas who provide 

child care and housekeeping for the affluent. It reads the text from the perspective of the 

"braceros," the migrant agricultural workers who travel from state to state, picking crops. It reads 

the text from the perspective of the "costureras," Latinas who work all day sewing, sometimes at 

home and sometimes in a factory. It reads the text from the perspective of the "obreros," the 

workers who provide cheap labor in construction and custodial jobs. In short, it approaches this 

particular text knowing that there are hundreds of thousands of Hispanics working in seasonal 

jobs; Latinos and Latinas who work today not knowing if they will have a paycheck tomorrow.”   

 

My only quarrel with Jiménez is that his “Hispanic hermeneutic” is alive for many non-Hispanic 

peoples, immigrants and the poor from all ethnic backgrounds.  My mother’s family, after all, 

were “braceros” of Scots-Irish, English, and Lakota extraction until my mom was in junior high.  

In various sections of the country, these low-paid workers may be First Nations people or 

Haitians or from Southeast Asia.  Or they may be folk of any ethnicity who are undereducated 

for various reasons – poorly funded school districts, learning disabilities, health issues. Nor are 

these low-paid workers confined to the employments previously mentioned.  Another on-line 

commentator on this passage writes, “Remember the brouhaha… when MacDonald’s published a 

tip sheet for its workers on how to get by on their wretched salaries? Among the tips were the 

suggestions to apply for food stamps and check on neighborhood food pantries. That enraged 

their workers and… they exploded in nationwide protests for an increase in their base salaries.”  

I remember that they were called greedy and lazy and worse.  Those of us of the dominant 

culture, the professional people who hire out our dirty jobs, must learn anew to read the 

Scriptures with the “Hispanic hermeneutic.”  And then there is the consistently disturbing issue 

of wage gaps.  A recent report states that in 2016, “CEOs at the largest U.S. firms now make 271 

times more than the average worker.”  The report continued, “While the ratio is still large, it's 

actually on the downswing — the gap peaked at 376-to-1 in 2000 and was 286-to-1 in 2015. 

However, it's still "light years" from the 20-to-1 ratio in 1965 and even the 59-to-1 ratio as 

recently as 1989.” 

 

Ultimately, I believe the lesson for us in this parable is to learn to think again about the 

difference between God’s Sabbatical, need-based economy and the economy of deserts, the 

economy of earning your way and pulling one’s self up by one’s bootstraps, which is hard to do 

when you don’t have boots.  Our dear brother Jules Butler, upon his return from the Evergreen 

mission trip to Haiti where he saw the truth of the grinding poverty and need of that ruined 

country, said to me, “I’ll never try to separate people again into ‘the deserving poor’ and ‘the 

undeserving poor.’”  Indeed, for we are all dependent upon grace.  “Use every man after his 

desert, and who should 'scape whipping?” 
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My sisters and my brothers, all this talk of economic inequity is heartbreaking but it is 

emblematic of a deeper problem still, as I mentioned before.  We are still convinced that we can 

earn our salvation, that somehow we are better, more spiritually fit, than our sisters and brothers 

who are struggling, more privileged in God’s eyes than our enemies or those who are different 

from us.  ʼTain’t so, McGee!  All of us are dependent upon the gracious love of God.  None of us 

is permitted to “lord it over” any other child of God.  All of us are called to serve each other in 

love.  Humility and service, justice and mercy, these are the things that God requires of us.  Let 

us pledge to go out and serve our sisters and brothers everywhere we encounter them.  Amen. 

 


