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Texts: Exodus 16:2-15; Psalm 105:1-6, 37-45 or Psalm 78; Philippians 
1:21-30; and Matthew 20:1-16

The noted preacher, Fred Craddock, once told a story about the time 
when he was a seminary professor and was invited to a student’s church as 
guest preacher. On this particular occasion, he arrived early and was sponta-
neously asked to teach an adult Sunday School class. Responding graciously to 
this request, he discovered that the weekly lesson was based on Jesus’ parable 
of the prodigal son (found in Luke 15). 

Since he had been so spontaneously recruited for this task, Fred Crad-
dock decided to be equally spontaneous in the way he approached this overly 
familiar Bible story. He invited the class to imagine that the story ended dif-
ferently. In this version, the prodigal son “comes to himself” and decides to go 
home and throw himself on his father’s mercy. As he gets close to the house, 
he hears the sound of music and dancing. He asks one of the servants what 
is going on and the servant says, “Your father has killed the fatted calf and is 
holding a great feast for your older brother, because he has served him faith-
fully for so many years!” 

Suddenly everyone heard a loud thud as a woman in the class smashed 
her fist on the table. After an awkward moment of silence, the woman looked 
around at everyone and said, “It should have happened that way!”

Jesus told some parables that can disturb our sense of what is right and 
fair, and today’s parable is one of those. 

We don’t really have to imagine it — people standing in line for work. 
We can go blocks from here on any morning of the week and see day labor-
ers waiting to be picked up by contractors, lawn crews, and others who need 
workers for the day or week. 

Some of you, I know, have stood in those lines. You might be looking this 
week and praying for those among us if you haven’t before.
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So it isn’t hard for us to imagine the scenario of our parable when some-
one only works a fraction of the others but is paid the same. It hardly seems 
fair. We’ve all been on the wrong side of that equation.

We know God cares about each of these situations and the injustices we 
experience, and many of them deserve to be made right. 

I had a man in one of the churches I served who when you’d greet him 
with a “how are you?” would always reply, “compared to what?”

And therein lies the challenge of our parable. You notice that there’s no 
trouble in the parable until people start seeing what pay others receive. 

A nineteenth century Polish rabbi once told his disciples the following 
parable. It seems that a simple Jewish farmer was awakened one night by an 
angel of the Lord. “You have found special favor in God’s eyes,” the messenger 
said. “God wants to bless you as he did your ancestor Abraham. Therefore, ask 
any three things that your heart desires. They will be granted on only one con-
dition — that your neighbor will receive a double portion of whatever is given 
to you.”

The farmer was so excited that he could not go back to sleep. He woke 
up his wife and shared the good news, and they lost no time in formulating 
their first request. Being very poor, it was not surprising that it turned out to 
be a material one. He asked for a thousand cattle to alleviate the bleakness 
of their poverty, and no sooner had he uttered the words than he heard the 
sound of animals, and he went out to find his whole house surrounded by a 
herd of marvelous, healthy animals.

Needless to say, the farmer was so overjoyed that he hardly touched the 
ground for two days. He divided his time between praising God and beginning 
to make provision for his newly acquired possessions. 

The third day he was up on a hill trying to decide on the best place to 
build a new barn when he happened to look over into his neighbor’s field and 
saw him engaged in the same sort of exciting activity, for standing conspicu-
ously on his land was a herd of two thousand equally impressive cattle.
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And for the first time since the angel of the Lord had appeared to him, a 
shadow fell across the farmer’s countenance. Suddenly the joy that had filled 
his whole being evaporated and feelings of jealousy and resentment took their 
place. When he returned home that night, his wife sensed this change of mood 
and asked him what had happened, but he refused to share and went to bed in 
sullen rage. He could not go to sleep, seeing only when he closed his eyes the 
vision of his neighbor’s good fortune.

But then he came back to his own situation and remembered that the 
angel had promised him three wishes and the joy returned. When he shifted 
his attention back to his own good fortune, all became well again, and he real-
ized that even more than wealth he really desired a child and heir, so very soon 
he and his wife learned that they were expecting a child. 

The next months were totally joyful as this simple farmer stayed focused 
on his blessings, and the night his son was born was a time of exuberant cel-
ebration. The next day was the Sabbath, and he went to the synagogue to share 
his great news. The rabbi rejoiced with him and then said: “The Lord is indeed 
most gracious to our little community just now. Did you know that your neigh-
bor, Joshua, had twin sons born last night as well?”

On hearing that, the old shadow returned to the simple farmer’s coun-
tenance and the one who had come to the synagogue in joy went home in rage 
and anger. This time the negative emotions took possession of him fully and 
did not go away.

Not long afterwards, he made his third and final request to God — that 
one of his eyes be put out. The next night the angel appeared and said, “Your 
last request has come before your Maker, and He is very sad. What has turned 
you to such a dark desiring?”

“My cursed neighbor,” spat out the farmer. “I cannot stand to see him 
prosper. I am willing to suffer pain myself so he will become totally blind.”
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With that, tears began to flow down the angel’s cheek and he said sadly, 
“Pitiful, pitiful creature. You have taken what could have been good for all and 
turned it into evil. What a tragic waste. Your last request will not be granted 
— not because God lacks integrity, but because God is full of mercy. But know 
this, jealous one, you have brought sadness not just to yourself but to the heart 
of God as well.”

What would it be like if our value and validation came from the generos-
ity of God towards us rather than in comparing ourselves to someone else?

What would it be like for us to not concern ourselves with the proverbial 
Joneses next door or down the pew or at school or work and give thanks to 
God?

What if the only noticing of the other we did was to give thanks that 
they, too, are beneficiaries of God’s generosity? 

The parable calls us to a people-centered economy, a kingdom vision of 
human community, a faith community anchored in gratitude. 

I think Helmut Thielicke is right: “The goodness of God can never be 
seen through jealous eyes, for this involves looking in the wrong direction for 
what is most important. The goodness of God is only seen through the eyes of 
gratitude.”

If you have ever been around children for long, you understand that jus-
tice is a very important thing. Children have this knack for keeping track. 

They know when each other had a cookie, got to ride with grandma, got 
to play with “x” toy and so on. 

They are keeping count, making sure they have received their fair share. 
Recent social  scientific research suggests that children as young as three 
months old have a sense of justice and fairness.

And good parents try to keep things even, right! We try to keep things 
even when we can, teaching children to take turns. 

And of course our parable reminds us that it isn’t only children that keep 
track but adults, too. 
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We know God cares about justice, too. The law, prophets, and Jesus’ own 
life and ministry testify to that. 

Justice is what many of us work for as an expression of God’s own heart 
– that the world would more reflect God’s desires for all to live together in 
peace and this peace is achieved often through the works of justice.

In relation to this parable though, I am wrestling with something that 
the theologian David Lose has said, and here it is — “In the end, justice can 
only make things better. It is love that saves.” 

In the parable, it was the generosity of the owner that saved the work-
ers from a day with no wage. And Jesus said the kingdom of heaven is like this: 
no matter when one comes to work in the vineyard, the community of faith — 
early or late — they are immediately enfolded into the care of God.

A woman being interviewed on television was one of those heroic moth-
ers who raised a large family single-handedly. She not only raised them, but 
they were all successful, each having made remarkable achievements in his or 
her vocation. It was a wonderful story, worth celebrating. 

In an attempt to get some formula, some rule that others could apply 
in order to have similar success with their families, the mother was asked, “I 
suppose you loved all your children equally, making sure they all got the same 
treatment?” 

The mother replied, “I loved them. I loved them all, each one of them, 
but not equally. I loved the one that was down until he was up. I loved the one 
that was weak until she was strong. I loved the one that was hurt until he was 
healed. I loved the one that was lost until she was found.”

Equality it seems to me is not the lesson of this parable in particular but 
deeper than that — Love. As upside down to us as it sounds, this kind of love 
from God is what ultimately gives hope to us and to the world for this life and 
the life to come. 

In the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.
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Most Sunday sermons also are available via the church website, www.stpaulshouston.org, as well as pre-printed 
and on CD. Access the sermons on the website via either the Worship section or the Media Center. The pre-printed 
sermons are in the information rack at the Jones Plaza entrance to the Sanctuary Building. To order a $5 CD of the 
complete worship service, contact Phyllis Brockermeyer at 713-528-0527 or pbrock@stpaulshouston.org.
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