
The workers in the vineyard were hired to labor in the fields.  Labor is not really work if it is enjoyed 
for the sake of the endeavor.  Payment is for accomplishment of goals is usually irrelevant, since goals 
are changed and accomplishments are seldom quantifiable.  This is especially true if the goals are 
someone else’s.  For me the jobs I do as a volunteer are most enjoyable since I get to pick what I do.  
Volunteerism is often cited for the good feelings a person gets by having done something for others.   I 
know that when I am paid for work, that it is much easier and that the time goes by faster if the work is 
something I like to do. 
 
When the vine workers, in the Gospel, murmured because of their perception of being paid unequally, it 
was not because they didn’t get what they were promised.  They saw the payment as unfair, since they 
had worked all day and received the same pay as those who started later.   
 
Looking at the situation from the point of view of the landowner and the last ones who were hired, we 
see that the landowner was under a short timetable to get the harvest in from the field.  Perhaps the 
first workers were getting tired or he may have under estimated how many workers he needed for the 
job.  By offering the same rate of pay to the last workers hired as the first ones hired, he would be 
assured that the job would be done on time and he would also be able to attract the new workers. 
 
When I work at Habitat for Humanity each spring, there is occasional murmuring because I either fail to 
arrive on time or leave early, or both, being sure to work at least through the free lunch part.  Others 
arrive an hour earlier and work to the end of the day, which accounts for the disgruntled part.   
 
I maintain that any volunteer work that is accomplished is helping to build the house and the amount of 
time spent is not important, since the pay is the same.  The difference between building a house and 
picking grapes for a penny is that there is no payment for building the house, except that at the end all 
the builders feel good that a quality home is available for a family that otherwise would not have a 
basic decent home to live in.   
 
A penny is a very small token for work, especially in today’s economy.  Even in the past, a penny was a 
small payment and very difficult to split into hourly increments. 
 
The issue is rather one of trust and expectations.  Since I don’t do physical work for a living, my day is 
shorter, because of early exhaustion.  So the trust others have that everyone who shows up will work a 
full day is violated.  Their expectation that they will have help all day becomes a disappointment when 
folks start late and leave early.   
 
Martin Marty, in his book, “Speaking of Trust”, quotes philosopher Gabriel Marcel, “trust, whether in 
another person or, in our case, God, connects with belief.  “To believe in someone, means to place 
confidence in him, and is to say, ‘I am sure that you will not betray my hope, that you will respond to it, 
that you will fulfill it’”. 
 
Those of us that enjoy life in churches are moved by common confessions of faith; we place our trust in 
God, the sacraments, and the creeds because they represent our beliefs. 
 
The Gospel story says, the owner of the vineyard decided to award everyone the same payment.  This was 
a very benevolent attitude back then and would be today as well.  Imagine working all day for, let’s be 
realistic, $150.00, and having someone come at the close of the day and getting the same pay.  That would 
certainly be a head turning event.  What is the damage?  To me the story is saying that the reward for 
your labors, “that of being a Christian and doing God’s work is the same for those who have always been 
on the job and would also include those who have just joined the ranks. 
 
We as members of St James need to remember where our trust is founded.  As Lutherans we have one of 
the best resources for our faith; the Bible, Luther’s Works, and qualified pastoral leaders.  St James 
also offers us the opportunity to work in the field, helping the hurt, feeding the hungry, and supporting 
folks who do not have an advocate.  By trusting God we do not get entangled in the world, rather we are 
guided to serve those who are victims of sin and neglect. 
 
Satisfaction is arbitrary and indefinable.  What satisfies for one is lacking for another.  The grape 
pickers wanted more money because they perceived their worth to have increased because of their 
quantity of labor.   
 
In life we learn that the opposite is true.  We are not to find satisfaction in our doings; rather we are to 
find ways to end 
poverty and uplift mankind as a path to enrichment.   
 
A quote from “Bunan”, “Die while you’re alive and be absolutely dead.  Then do what ever you want: it’s 
all good.”  The figurative meaning of this is that, we must die of our desires and worldliness and thus be 
resurrected to the life of bliss and understanding.  


