
           

25th Sunday in Ordinary Time 
Cycle A, 9.20.20 

Isaiah 55:6-9/Philippians 1:20-24, 27/           
Matthew 20:1-16 

MAKE ROOM FOR JOHNNY-COME-LATELY 
 All eyes were glued to the gleaming 
silver blade as it paused momentarily from 
its downward motion. A tiny adjustment to 
the right, then back to the left finding the 
exact center, then downward again, the 
sharp edge easily piercing first the frosting, 
then meeting more resistance from the first 
layer, then moving quicker again through 
the frosting in the middle, then slowly 
through the bottom layer of what would 
soon be revealed as moist and dark and 
wonderfully chocolate cake. 

 
With the precision of a micrometer four 
pairs of young eyes sized up each piece 
their mother cut and instantaneously 
detected the slightest variation in size. “His 
piece is bigger than mine!” one shouted. 
“Be quiet or I’ll give your brother your piece 
too!” These four knew wherein justice lay; it 
lay in exactly equal pieces, the same for 
everyone, no more, no less. 
 I recall meeting with the family of a 
long-time parishioner, in preparation for 
their Mom’s funeral. She was ninety-two 
years old and a woman of grace and joy 
who always saw the glass as half-full. Her 
daughters shared with me some of the life-
lessons they learned from their mom as 
they were growing up. One lesson had to do 
with sharing among siblings, like cutting 

that chocolate cake. Patty said her mother 
told them “some things are fair, even if 
they’re not necessarily even.” That seems to 
be the life-lesson Jesus is offering us in 
today’s well-known parable. Today’s 
parable has such a contemporary ring to it. 
We know all the elements of the story so 
well because they’re very much a part of 
our own story. Like the four siblings intent 
on equal pieces of the chocolate cake, we 
demand fairness and fair play in all our 
dealings.    

Just let someone try to gyp us out of 
something that we think we deserve and 
watch us react. [Do you ever notice yourself 
counting the items in the grocery cart of the 
person in front of you in Safeway’s express 
lane… to make sure there aren’t more than 
15 items?]  

 
We know about day laborers who are trying 
to get hired at any time of the day; we see 
them when we go to Home Depot, waiting 
at curbside in hopes that someone will stop 
and give them some odd jobs for the day or 
even for a few hours. And we know about 
grumbling; we do it all the time. We have 
entire political movements based on 
grumbling – the complaints about what 
government does or doesn’t so, should or 
shouldn’t do. We hear moaning about the 
intrusion of new blood that comes into our 
country – a new generation with different 
plans and different ways.  
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Where today’s parable gets 
unsettling is when we get to the punch line 
and realize that God doesn’t use the same 
calculator we’re used to using. Then we 
discover the painful truth the prophet 
reveals to us -- understanding God is 
beyond our capabilities: For my thoughts 
are not your thoughts, nor are your ways 
my ways, says the Lord. For as the heavens 
are higher than the earth, so are my ways 
higher than your ways and my thoughts 
than your thoughts. For people like 
ourselves -- educated, well-traveled, 
competent, take-charge types – this sense 
of uncertainty, this inability to figure out a 
divine pattern or cosmic plan is a source of 
discomfort to us.  

The unsuspecting field hands in 
today’s gospel who worked all day under 
the hot sun in the master’s vineyard got a 
taste of God’s mixed-up sense of justice. 

 
They grumbled in their confusion 

and dissatisfaction as they watched those 
who worked less hours get the same pay. 
And to make sure we get the point of divine 
unfairness (as if Matthew is rubbing salt in 
the wound), Jesus has the all-day workers 
paid last. They have to stand in line, hungry 
and tired from working all day, and watch -- 

while those who worked far less than they 
get paid the same amount. Naturally they’d 
grumble and be upset about the lack of 
fairness. Who wouldn’t? We’d do the same 
if we were in their shoes (or sandals)…. And 
we do.  

We complain about government 
hand-outs to those who don’t deserve it, or 
illegals encroaching on our soil, or squawk 
about those “bleeding hearts” who take up 
the cause of the undeserving criminal, or 
even relishing a bit in another person’s 
misfortune when we think, “She’s just 
getting what she deserves.” In our human 
ways we impose upon God the quid pro quo 
way we have of doing business. Five ounces 
of virtue placed in the tray of the scale will 
be matched by a corresponding weight of 
blessing in the other. That’s how we 
operate, so we assume that’s how God 
must operate. When we stand in line with 
the “good and faithful servants” who did 
their job so well and became so smug, it’s 
no wonder we find a bitter aftertaste in 
Matthew’s parable. 
 However, there is a way to enjoy 
this parable and even take delight in God’s 
mysterious, unknowable ways. Get in line 
with the worker who came in at 3:00 or 
5:00 in the afternoon and got the same pay 
as the guy who started at 9:00 in the 
morning. Then the gospel takes on a 
different flavor, doesn’t it? Now we can be 
happy that this God is a God whose scales 
are a little off. Suddenly we’re the 
beneficiaries of an undeserved generosity. 
Yes, God’s thoughts are not our thoughts, 
nor God’s ways our ways. And thank God 
they’re not!   In fact, God’s ways are a lot 
more kind and loving than ours. Imagine the 
surprise on the grape picker’s face when 
he’s holding in his hand far more than he 
expected or deserved. What a surprised 
ending to the day! God – as revealed by 
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Jesus in this story – extricates himself from 
the tit-for-tat bind in which we’ve trapped 
him. He breaks loose to reveal himself to be 
a God of absolute generosity and boundless 
grace. For God is no mere employer. He’s a 
Father dealing with us as his beloved 
children, not as mere wage earners. God is 
a mother whose lap is so large that she can 
embrace the early birds and the latecomers.   

 Our gospel parable about fairness 
and justice is a story for us.  A story for right 
now.  A story for the time we live in. The 
past two weeks the air outside your door 
was so polluted from the ongoing wildfires, 
it was unsafe to leave the house. Human-
caused climate change has contributed to 
this.  Meanwhile, Covid-19 continues to cast 
shadows of death, fear, hunger, 
unemployment, and misery all around the 
world, and the collective responses of some 
Americans to the pandemic are intensifying 
the losses.  People of color in the U.S and 
around the world are starving for equality 
and justice, and some are still refusing to 
honor and address their pain. 

Could it be any more obvious that 
we — all of us, every single one of us — are 
dependent on each other for our survival 
and well-being?  That the future of Creation 
itself depends on human beings recognizing 
our fundamental interconnectedness, and 
acting in concert for the good of all?  That 

what’s “fair” for me isn’t good enough if it 
leaves you in the darkness?  That my sense 
of “justice” isn’t just if it mocks the tender, 
weeping heart of God?  That the vineyards 
of this world thrive only when everyone — 
everyone — has a place of dignity and 
purpose within them?  Jesus invites us to 
become humble before the divine will and 
enter into the very heart of God, where all 
is gift and often surprise. Then, we won’t 
begrudge the worker who begins only at 
the last hour. Instead we’ll rejoice over a 
generous God whose limitless love 
embraces us all, even Johnny-come-lately. 

 
John Kasper, osfs 


