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One of the disadvantages of being an older brother or sister is the feeling that the younger sibling 

is or was able to get away with things for which we would have been punished, or that the 

younger sibling was able to enjoy certain advantages that, for us, were denied or at least 

postponed “until you’re older.” 

Enough years have passed that I no longer remember much about what my brother got to do 

(drive, be in band, etc.)  And I’m sure I never whined about it.  But I can remember that, as our 

daughters were growing up, the older one sometimes had issues with what the younger one got 

away with and—now that I think about it—the younger one felt slighted about whatever she 

thought she had been “shorted” on.  Wow, life really isn’t fair.   

Confession and Forgiveness allow me to confess that I have not always been fair in my 

parenting, but (like many times we fall short) not for lack of trying. [I do not speak for Brenda on 

this, so if you want her take on our parenting skills, you’ll have to ask her.] Of course, since no 

two children are identical, we tried to do what we thought most appropriate for that person at that 

time. 

Today’s First Reading and Gospel raise issues of fairness; particularly when somebody feels that 

someone else got better than they deserved.   

For Jonah, it was the people of Ninevah, whom God spared from destruction because they finally 

came around and repented. “I just knew you were a God who is gracious and merciful, slow to 

anger, and abounding in steadfast love! I knew it!” Jonah went off and pouted, and for a brief 

while, it looked like God decided to comfort him: [“There, there, while you get your anger out, 

here’s a nice little bush to give you some shade from the hot sun.”]   

In the parable of Jesus that Matthew recalls for us, those who worked the whole day were 

resentful of the ones who were hired at the last hour. Not only did the latecomers get paid the 

same amount (a full day’s wage), but they were paid first, meaning that the landowner left those 

who worked longest and hardest waiting in the back of the line. That’s not fair! 

Within the story of Jonah we heard a little “real life” parable involving the bush that brought 

shade to Jonah. It brought comfort one day and wilted the next. In his conversation with God, 

Jonah revealed that he was apparently more upset about the wilting of the bush than he was 

concerned about the lives of the Ninevites. Of course the whole reason God sent Jonah was his 

desire to spare even the people who had turned their backs on God. (Note too that God is 

concerned not only about the people, but even about the animals, which is a nod to our 

remembrance of St. Francis of Assisi, who celebrated creation so highly that he even referred to 

animals as his brothers and sisters.) [Sundays and Seasons 2017, p. 273.] 

God also chooses mercy over “fairness” in order to redeem God’s people, as we saw in both 

Jonah’s and Matthew’s accounts. While people are quick to draw a conclusion, especially in 

Jesus’ parable, about the undeserving whom God wants to redeem, they still struggle with the 

lack of fairness. For many, the way the landowner does “as he chooses” reminds people that 

across the world and even in our own nation, there are workers who fail to receive the fair 

treatment they deserve for their hard labor. That’s a valid issue; but perhaps is better addressed 
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from other places in Scripture where God expresses concern for the downtrodden and love for 

“the least of these.” Today’s account uses a parable to teach us that God’s grace is generous, 

especially to those who seem to deserve it least. 

So Jesus’ parable in this portion of Matthew’s gospel is spoken to those who feel they are more 

entitled to their eternal reward than others: like those who have worked the entire day (that is, 

kept the commandments all along, as well as disciples who seem to feel they are in competition 

for preferred positions with Jesus in the kingdom (addressed later on in this 20th chapter, when 

“the mother of the sons of Zebedee” appeals to Jesus on their behalf). 

The readings come together to remind us that life, at least as we judge it, isn’t fair. Of course, it 

might be appropriate to ask ourselves, “Who elected you [to be] judge and jury?” More 

specifically, when it comes to God’s love, fairness is clearly overruled by mercy. This is all 

about compassion. And for many of us, it’s a struggle to move from what’s fair to what is loving.  

It’s easy to say: “The reason she’s homeless is because she doesn’t want to work,” rather than 

wondering about the circumstances in our economy that force many (even in The Outer Banks) 

to be without and to do without.  

Sometimes ideas about fairness are carried to an extreme, and lead to misleading conclusions. 

Currently there is a political ad implying that all children of “illegals” (undocumented 

immigrants) come from families that do not pay taxes. It neglects to note that in order to legally 

work in this country the IRS issues taxpayer identification numbers (for withholding) to those 

who do not have social security numbers). In its attempt to proclaim what’s fair or unfair, the ad 

paints with a broad brush and (I have to believe) deliberately omits crucial information. Whether 

that is deliberate fear-mongering or simply being callous or careless about others around us, it is 

wrong. We who are created by God are all children of God. Our readings reinforce the need to 

treat each other (and be treated by one another) with dignity and love. And that is only fair. 

While parables often tell us something about human nature and our shortcomings, misdeeds, and 

ill feelings, they really have a lot to say about who God is and who and what God values. God 

values mercy above fairness. That matters because God expects us to treat one another with that 

same sense of grace, that same spirit of welcoming, accepting, showing compassion, and 

forgiving.  And when we remember we are grace-filled and all stand in need of God’s mercy, we 

become less likely to pass judgment on others, and less envious, too.  While there will often be a 

temptation to compare ourselves against our neighbor, our readings remind us that God’s love 

gives us more than we could earn, and much more than we deserve. It’s not fair.  But, Thanks be 

to God!  God loves us enough to be more than fair.  Amen. 

 


