
 
 

 

Exodus 16:2-15                           Rev. Elizabeth Macaulay 

Matthew 19:16-20                     September 24, 2017 

“Fair (?)” 

 

If we were on an airplane I would caution you to fasten your seat belts 

because the reading from Matthew this morning is a bumpy ride. 

 

It has the power to stir up powerful turbulence. 

 

(Read text) 

 

Through the ages, interpreters have done all kinds of contortions to interpret the 

rich young ruler’s dilemma in such a way that it is not so convicting to those of 

us who have so much. 

 

There is no easy way through this lesson. 

 

One of the things we learn is that the excess manna - using the metaphor from 

the Hebrew Scriptures - that we try to collect and stockpile.  That excess that is 

hoarded and clutched rots.  God provides abundance - quail and bread and 

God enjoins God’s people to know that God provides enough for all and that 

stockpiling breeds worms. 

 

The rich young man comes to Jesus and want to know what good deed he 

needs to do in order to experience eternal life. 

 

And Jesus echoes the power of the God of Moses:  Live by God’s 

commandments, trust that God has given you enough, and don’t 

stockpile.  Share your abundance. 

 

And then Jesus, as he often does, tells a story to bring the lesson into the hearts 

of his listeners. 

 

William Herzog in his book Parables as Subversive Speech provides some 

powerful context to this story. 

 

 



What we need to know about the owner of the vineyard is this: 

 

He is rich. 

 

He can afford to give land to the growing of a commodity for the wealthy - 

grapes for the production of wine.   

 

So, the rich man goes to the market to hire the help he needs to bring in his 

abundance.  He finds day laborers gathered in the city square.   

These people lived desperately poor lives.  Day laborers were below slaves in 

the hierarchy of the day.  At least slaves were treated as a valuable 

commodity.  Day laborers were forced to find work where they could, traveling 

to where crops were harvested.  Maybe like migrant workers today. 

 

They were of that class that has seemed to exist throughout time - the 

expendables. 

 

Expendables in the time of Jesus were the excess children of peasant 

farmers.  Their families could no longer afford to feed them.  They were 

vulnerable and invisible, until cheap labor was needed. 

 

It is estimated that 5 - 10% of the population at the time of Jesus were such 

folk.  Their life expectancy after beginning a life of taking any work offered just 

for the wonder of eating was 5 - 7 years.  

 

The wealthy landowner offers the hungry workers a Denarius as their wage - a 

pay rate that equaled about how much it cost to eat for one day.  Subsistence 

wages, but the workers are hungry and they know that at least they will eat 

that day. 

 

So, it goes.  Those who are hired early in the day labor all day in the sun for the 

money to eat. 

 

Others, who linger in the city square hoping for food for the day, are hired later 

in the day. 

 

All are made to watch as those who have worked for mere hours are paid 

first.  They notice that those hired later in the day are paid what they were 

promised for a full day’s work so of course hope begins to beat in their hearts - 

maybe they will be paid more than food for one day. 

 

 



But no.  They are paid no more than they were promised, even though they 

worked hours longer. 

 

And they complain.  Of course, they complain. 

 

And the landowner addresses the spokesman with a most unfriendly term, and 

underscores the vast power differences between them - he, a wealthy man, 

being schooled by an expendable?  Really? 

 

And the landowner says to the expendable a line that shakes my heart 

because we hear this line spoken over and over in these days in which we live - 

 

The wealthy man says to the expendable one: 

 

“Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me?” 

 

Now, to a listener at the time of Jesus, this line of the wealthy landowner would 

have been a powerful tip-off that the man of great wealth was in some serious 

ethical trouble because any good Jew knew that land and life and all things 

are gift from God.   

 

Such things cannot be said to be owned by anyone - stewarded, yes, but not 

truly owned - because God is the giver of all gifts and God expects that 

abundance is to be shared, not hoarded. 

 

Most interpretations of this parable encourage us to feel disdain for the 

grumblers. 

 

What is it to them, that others get the same sort of abundance that they are 

promised? 

 

Most interpretations want to zip right over the anger of the laborers and the 

arrogance of the wealthy landowner because we don’t much appreciate 

anger being expressed - by expendables!  Don’t they know better?! -  

 

And my friends.  Today we need perhaps listen to the invitation to us to 

consider this parable from the lens of the oppressed because it remains true to 

this day that we don’t much want to hear about some people’s sense of being 

outraged by unfair practices. 

 

We are quick to shame and silence those who cry out for justice - especially if 

they are deemed by the dominant culture to be somehow “less than”. 

 



“Am I not allowed to choose to do what I please with what belongs to me?” 

 

Thus, sayeth the largest private employer in the United States, the majority of 

whose workers make poverty wages. 

 

Thus, sayeth companies whose harvesting of resources ravishes our planet and 

jeopardizes the safety and wellbeing of the poorest of the poor. 

 

Thus, sayeth those who wield power without an awareness of the grinding want 

of those who live without affordable health care or access to quality education 

or housing or - you name it. 

 

Cry out we ought!  Cry out we must! 

 

What this parable brings into my heart is the question of the wealthy young 

man -  

 

What do I have to do to live your word, gracious God? 

 

It turns out, that what God requires of me is that I love kindness and mercy and 

justice more than I love my privilege and my possessions. 

 

It turns out, I better be able and willing to hear the cry of the oppressed and 

honor it. 

 

Because the things I think are mine are not mine, they are given in trust by a 

God who calls me to living in community. 

 

Hoarded manna turns to rot. 

 

Hear this from writer and pastor Peter Marty: 

 

In America, (for example) we’ve grown accustomed to public school teachers 

spending significant sums of their own money to buy classroom supplies, 

because we’ve underfunded the proposition that a decent education is a right 

for every kid in the country. 

 

We’ve also grown to accept high rates of juvenile incarceration, largely 

unaware of how the numbers have risen incrementally over the years. A 

foreigner might be shocked to learn that we spend hundreds of thousands of 

dollars to keep one adolescent in prison instead of investing in programs that 

could break the cycles of poverty and disadvantage that helped land him 

there in the first place.  



 

We’ve grown used to the idea that malnourished kids cry themselves to sleep in 

the richest country in the world, in large part because our attention and dollars 

are directed toward personal abundance and dieting programs. Similar stories 

of adjustment to slowly deteriorating conditions could be told with respect to 

violence as entertainment, the proliferation of guns, limited health care for the 

poor and elderly, and countless other national and global disgraces. 

 

The slow creep of hate into new sectors of society should be of special 

concern. White supremacists have successfully mainstreamed hate, 

emboldened by the complicity of powerful people inside and outside of 

government.  

 

Who would have guessed that in our day so many people would be persuaded 

that violent hate speech deserves equal time in the public square? The 

landscape of hate has shifted gradually but remarkably. If the recently tweeted 

words of Nelson Mandela are correct, that people are taught to hate, and that 

“if they can learn to hate, they can be taught to love,” then we have a lot of 

loving to teach and learn. Perhaps we have some hate to unlearn as well.”  

 

(Peter Marty Christian Century, Sept. 13, 2017) 

 

We are stewards of God’s abundance. 

 

We must speak when God’s vision for communally lived abundance is being 

desecrated. 

 

African American author Zora Neale Hurston wrote in the mid 1900’s of the 

experience of African Americans and African American women in 

particular.  She says this about speaking out when pain is real: 

 

“If you are silent about your pain, they’ll kill you and say you enjoyed it” 

 

So, when someone “takes a knee” to name pain, how is it we will respond? 

  

Buckle up.  It is a turbulent time. 

 

We have listening to do. 

 

Amen 

 

 

 


