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 Several years ago I attended the American Baptist biennial meeting when Beth was 

commissioned as a homeland missionary. Like most denomination-wide meetings there were a 

lot of agencies and organizations represented all over the convention center where it was held. 

One in particular caught my attention. It was the display for the missionary agency staffed by the 

director, Rev. Marvin Marsh. He had a lot of literature but what I noticed was a large bowl filled 

with candy. But there were only three kinds of candy in the bowl: little rolls of Lifesavers, little 

boxes of Good and Plenty, and little Payday bars. His sort of tag-line was, “In the land of Good 

and Plenty, everyone gets a Payday and not just a Lifesaver.” Beth is a little astonished I still 

remember that from about 30 years ago, but anything said with candy… 

 

 What Marvin was doing was offering a vision, a representation of the kingdom of God. In 

that kingdom everyone gets what they need to thrive and not just survive. It’s a vision that 

contrasts sharply with our own reality. Just the other day I came across an article discussing a 

study done by two economists from the RAND Corporation. They have looked at the effects of 

income inequality over the last four decades, from about 1975 to now. In the previous four 

decades, right after World War II to ’75, the rate of income inequality was about the same. There 

were differences, of course, but those differences grew along with the growing Gross Domestic 

Product, so the graphs remained essentially level. But beginning in 1975 and through the 

deregulation of the ‘80’s right up to the present, inequality levels have grown. Instead of wealth 

being distributed across all income levels, it has been pushed toward the top five and ten per cent 

of earners to the tune of about 2.5 trillion dollars a year.  

 

 According to Nick Hanauer, a venture capitalist and David Rolf, founder of SEIU 775, 

who wrote the article in Time that I read, “As the RAND report demonstrates, a rising tide most 

definitely did not lift all boats. It didn’t even lift most of them, as nearly all of the benefits of 

growth these past 45 years were captured by those at the very top. And as the American economy 

grows radically unequal it is holding back economic growth itself.” That is a reality opposed to 

God’s kingdom as Jesus describes it in his parable. In the parable workers who come last are 

paid at the same rate as workers who came first which doesn’t seem at all fair. And it’s not. As 

far as Jesus is concerned, fairness is not a quality of God’s kingdom. God chooses justice over 

fairness.  

 

 Fairness is a moving target. What’s unfair under one set of rules may be fair under 

another. In our case deregulation changed the rules about how the benefits of economic growth 

are distributed, fairness was redefined. But justice is a constant. Biblically it has to do with 

insuring the most vulnerable are cared for no matter what the cost. It doesn’t mean everyone has 

everything equally but that no one is left behind or left without access to what’s needed to make 

them whole. That’s the world Jesus’ parable describes. It doesn’t matter when the workers come 

to vineyard or how long they labor, justice requires they all receive what they need to live; all of 

them get a payday and not just a lifesaver.  

 



 In Amy-Jill Levine’s book Short Stories by Jesus, she unpacks this parable and does a 

wonderful job of pulling it into the world of the here and now. She writes, “the parable does not 

promote egalitarianism; instead, it encourages householders to support laborers, all of them. 

More than just aiding those at the doorstep, those who have should seek out those who need. If 

the householder can afford it, he should continue to put others on the payroll, pay them a living 

wage (even if they cannot put in a full day’s work), and so allow them to feed their families 

while keeping their dignity intact.” Jesus says, such is the kingdom of God.  

 

 But, like everything Jesus does, and everything God requires, there are always those who 

are disappointed. Enter Jonah. We all know Jonah’s story. He was a prophet who was 

commanded to go to Ninevah and call on the people there to repent so that maybe God would 

relent and not destroy them. Ninevah was the capital of Assyria, a super power that was a threat 

to Israel, and in fact overran Israel in the 8
th

 century. Jonah had good reason not to go, but that 

didn’t work out for him. When he finally did complete his mission, it was only half-hearted but 

hugely successful. Everyone repented, even the animals wore sackcloth and ashes, and God’s 

mind was changed. But Jonah is not happy. 

 

 He resents that Ninevah is benefitting from God’s generosity. He doesn’t understand why 

God commanded him to go there. And notice what Jonah is mad about. He’s angry because God 

is good. “I knew this would happen,” he says, “You’re gracious and merciful, slow to anger and 

abounding in steadfast love. You’re the worst!” Jonah resents God’s baffling generosity, God’s 

willingness to pursue justice rather than fairness because the Assyrians were a dangerous people 

and had done terrible harm to others. Yet God refuses to give up on them and leave them to their 

own devices. God gives them a chance out of a desire for justice rooted in unfailing generosity.  

 

 Our resentment of that generosity, like Jonah’s and the early workers’ in the vineyard, is 

misplaced. We’ve been given all that we need to make this world a place of justice yet we spend 

our time measuring ourselves against one another instead of seeking each other’s well-being and 

ensuring each other’s wholeness. That’s what God is trying to teach Jonah with that bush: to look 

beyond his own comfort and needs and appreciate the needs of others. God’s generosity moves 

us away from self-absorption and toward seeking justice and wholeness for others. That’s what 

God’s kingdom is all about, the land of good and plenty where we embrace God’s generosity and 

pursue justice everyone can share. 

 

Amen 

 


