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I had something of a humorous conversation with one of our girls, about a week and a half ago, 

about a particular practice in our school district up in Mequon.  For many years, our district has 

scheduled late starts for our high school students on one Wednesday each month.  It is a coveted 

day in which they get to sleep in for a few extra hours and then enjoy the shortened school-day to 

follow.  There was a change this year, however, when that practice was extended beyond the 

high school and started to include the middle schools as well.  So, now our two daughters are 

looking at their younger brother (who’s in 8th grade) and watching him get these late starts that 

they never had at his age.  And that, of course, according to our girls, is just not fair! 

 

Through certain stages of childhood, I think there are two words or phrases that are more 

commonly uttered than just about anything else.  In the developing years of our children, I am 

not sure that there is nothing more frequently spoken from parents to the children than the simple 

word, ‘No!’  For a good decade of our children’s lives, I’m not sure there’s much we say more 

often than that.  During those same years, however, from the children to the parents, that oft-

cited phrase is this one – ‘It’s not fair!’  It doesn’t matter if it’s about bedtimes (or curfews when 

they get older), or food (what they have to eat, what they don’t have to eat, what they get to eat, 

what they don’t get to eat…), or any of a thousand other things – and the comparative can be 

with siblings, cousins, friends, this kid I heard about this one time…  It really doesn’t matter 

what the context or content, but we spend a lot of time as children battling with how much we 

perceive as ‘unfair!’ 

 

And that continues as an effort into and throughout our adult lives.  From our homes… to our 

workplaces… to our legal systems… we constantly strive to try to build fairness into the 

structures and systems that we follow.  Sometimes we are successful, and sometimes we aren’t, 

but we try!  What we increasingly learn over time, however, is that we never get there.  What we 

increasingly learn over time is that life isn’t fair.  No matter how much we may want it to be… 

no matter how much that childhood desire for fairness continues on into our adult lives… no 

matter how hard we try to build that fairness into our world… we learn over time that life isn’t 

fair.  What I’m not sure we come to understand quite as quickly, however, is what a blessing that 

is in certain arenas of our lives! 

 

Let’s look at that Parable of the Workers in the Vineyard.  This is one of my favorites (and we’re 

going to come to another one of my favorites next week).  It’s a rich and meaningful story, but 
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one that doesn’t come to mind as quickly as stories such as the Prodigal Son and the Good 

Samaritan.  What’s intriguing about this story, however, is that it is one that’s a bit easier to put 

into modern-day context.  This really still goes on today.  You could readily transition this story 

to some urban home improvement store, the docks near one of our oceanfront cities, or any 

number of other locations where this practice of hiring day laborers plays out today. 

 

So, imagine, in that setting, that someone goes to this group and hires a handful of people first 

thing in the morning.  ‘Come with me,’ he says, ‘and I’ll pay you $200 for the day!’  So, they all 

head off.  He comes back a few hours to hire more, ‘Come with,’ he says, ‘and I’ll pay you 

what’s fair.’  This narrative plays out multiple times over the course of the day, including at the 

very end of the afternoon with only a few hours of work left in the day.  Then, at the end of the 

day, the people are all lined up.  Those who showed up last are lined up first, and those who 

showed up first are lined up last (hence – ‘The first shall be last and the last shall be first.’).  

Much to their surprise, that group that had only been there a couple of hours is handed that $200 

– and their thrilled.  But the one’s at the back of the line are utterly ecstatic.  ‘If they got $200 

after 2 hours, and we’ve been here all day…’  They start doing the math in their head, the 

numbers are looking great, and then they get to the front of the line and what do they receive?  

The same $200 as those who were only there for that smallest portion of the day! 

 

Immediately, their joy and expectation turn to dejection and anger.  They’re ticked!  ‘Are you 

kidding me?’  They scream!  ‘They worked 2 hours.  We’ve been here more than 12!’  ‘How 

dare you!’  The decry.  ‘That’s not fair!’  The owner quickly responds with a seeming calm and 

serenity, ‘Did you not get what you were promised?  Can I not do what I want with what is 

mine?  What concern is it of yours, what I do with them?’  It is to this that the workers reply, 

‘It’s our concern because it’s not fair!’  And it is at that point that you can almost see Jesus, as he 

tells this story, nodding his head and thinking, ‘Exactly – it’s not fair!’  And, it’s at that moment 

in this story that I sit back and think to myself, ‘Thank God! 

 

Just take a moment to look at the cup and the bread – the gift that is the table at which we will 

gather in a while.  Consider the cross – the sacrifice that was made and the wonder that was 

unveiled.  Just think about the gift, promise, future, and glory that these things represent to each 

of us, and then ask yourself: do you really want this to be fair? 

 

We come to this parable in the context of Remembrance Sunday.  Think about those we 

remember today, as well as those we have remembered in years past.  Think of those we name, 

and those from your own lives for whom you might light a candle today.  Think of the great 

titans of church, and faith, and family and community that rest on our hearts today.  Think of the 

great servants of God who have gone before us.  And then, ask yourself, do you really want this 

to be a competition? 

 

You know, the funny thing about the complaints about fairness with children is that it only works 

one way.  Kids will complain up and down about unfairness, but only when things are unfair to 

them!  Both of our girls are chomping at the bit to complain about the fact that their brother gets 

this late start that they never got at his age, but I assure that he’s not complaining one bit!  

Ideally, we’d take issue with all unfairness – whether it suits us or not.  And, in many ways, we 

do!  If we are truly honest about it, however, I think we’d have to admit that there are times and 
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places where we really don’t want things to be fair – and I think there is nowhere in which that is 

more true than it is in our faith. 

 

In the end, I’d suggest that there are two ways to look at this story of the workers in the vineyard.  

We can complain!  We can decry the unfairness of the entire situation and grumble about the fact 

that those who worked harder didn’t get more than those who came late!  Or we can rejoice.  We 

can celebrate the promise inherent in the unfairness of the story as we cling to the hope that those 

who came late still got the same reward as everyone else.  There are two very different ways to 

react to this story.  For me, however, knowing where I’d likely fall in that line at various points 

in my life – I much prefer that latter perspective.  Yes, it is unfair.  Yes, when it comes to the gift 

of everlasting glory God is painfully unfair.  And, in that alone, I rejoice! 

   


