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The Problem with Blaming the Vineyard Workers 

Clarence Jordan, of the Koinonia Farm Community, once said, “Whenever Jesus told a 

parable, he lit a stick of dynamite and covered it with a story.” Parables have a way of making 

us uncomfortable and turning our world upside down. I know I’m always in danger of missing 

the spark, the explosion of new revelation when I get too cozy with a parable.  

 The one we read this morning has always seemed like a no brainer to me. Jesus says, the 

kingdom of Heaven is like this…and then goes on to tell a story about a landowner with a 

harvest to bring in. He goes early in the morning to hire day laborers and agrees with them for 

the usual wage – one denarius. Then he goes back at the middle of the day and then twice 

more to hire more workers.  

At the end of the day, he pays the workers beginning with the last hired. Their pay is the 

full day’s wage. The worker’s hired earlier complain: why should they get the same amount 

when they worked so much harder? The landowner tells them that they are getting the wage 

they agreed to and why should they be envious if he (the landowner) chooses to be generous? 

 It’s simple. The landowner is God who keeps looking for disciples. Some come right 

away – perhaps these are the Jews. Others come later – perhaps Gentiles. And others come 

even later – the vast masses of the unconverted. The point is that God’s grace is the same to all. 

It’s humanity’s fallen nature that causes us to be envious and angered by God’s radical 

generosity. 
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 Ok. Sure. That’s how I’ve always understood this parable, but I suppose the more I think 

about it, the less this story reflects the character of the God I know. The landowner seems to 

shame the laborers who came first; and does grace really stand in for one denarius?  

But what if God is not the landowner? What if Jesus is not telling a story about the 

Kingdom of Heaven, but instead telling a story of how we might see the world we live in 

through Kingdom eyes? 

 It is we who tend to identify landowner types as Godlike. And they certainly were like 

gods. While the vineyard has a history in Israel’s understanding of itself in a metaphorical sense, 

the people Jesus was addressing would have understood the vineyard in a very real-life sense – 

as a place that required labor to maintain, but did not produce anything that maintained life. 

Landowners, then as now, amassed land through foreclosures on peasants who would then 

have to work in someone else’s field that no longer produced the necessary subsistence crops 

that all people need to live on.  

 This same arrangement continues in developing countries around the world. Coffee, 

sugar, strawberries, bananas are grown on land that then cannot be used for staple products 

like beans or rice or wheat or anything that would keep a family alive.  

 The landowner goes to the market again and again throughout the day because his 

harvest is so large that he continues to need workers to complete the job. That there are 

always workers waiting shows how bad unemployment must be and how desperate the men 

waiting there must be for work. These men have no bargaining power. They will work for any 

amount.  
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 At the end of the day, the landowner pays his workers. This is where we’re supposed to 

see the radical generosity of this guy. We cannot really know exactly how much a denarius 

would be in modern money, but there’s no way to interpret it as generous. It’s a subsistence 

wage. Day laborers are limitless and disposable resources. Their bodies are burned up like fuel 

to make the economy run. The landowner’s harvest is complete, but what will these men do 

the next day, with only their bodies and animal energies to sell? Will they earn enough to last 

one more day, enriching some other landowner? Or will they fall into a life of begging and 

malnutrition? 

 I’ve always thought that I would be just like the worker who spoke up and angrily 

protested the landowner because I had worked all day and the ones hired last receive the same 

amount. I would think I was treated wrongly. It’s not fair! It’s true that life is not fair, but there’s 

another word we use when some amass great wealth at the expense of others and then shame 

the one brave enough to point it out – that’s not simply unfair; it’s injustice. 

 It’s also what we call blaming the victim. William Ryan, in his book Blaming the Victim1 

gives us a generic formula for this tactic: Step 1 – identify a social problem. Step 2 – Study those 

effected by the problem and discover in what ways they are different from the rest of us as a 

consequence of deprivation and injustice. Step 3 – Define the differences as the cause of the 

social problem itself.  

 In explaining his theory2, Ryan points to a coloring book that was critical of a mother 

who didn’t watch her infant closely enough and the child ate lead paint chips. Of course, we all 

                                                           
1 Ryan, Williams. (1971) Blaming the Victim. New York, NY: Random House, Inc. 
2 IBID pp. 23-26 
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should watch children as closely as we can to make sure they don’t eat lead paint or anything 

else dangerous. But the blame lies not with a negligent mother, but with whoever put 

poisonous paint on the apartment walls. 

 The worker in the vineyard is blamed for being ungrateful and envious when, in fact, it is 

the landowner who thrives in a system designed to make him wealthy and give his workers 

whatever he feels like giving. Accept it! That should be enough! After all it’s what you agreed 

to, he says, when the truth is that the workers never had any bargaining power to begin with.  

 Jesus tells an exaggerated story to his audience. Because of course, someone like the 

landowner would never come into contact with his workers. He would never deign to or put 

himself in the position to hire workers. The story even makes clear that the landowner has a 

steward for such things. But Jesus tells the story just so there would be this confrontation. The 

story is exaggerated to make a point – in other words, the parable is a little like a political 

cartoon. Because of the exaggeration, we see the truth. 

 Landowners were like gods to the desperate folks who gathered to hear Jesus’ message. 

They could decide if you ate today or tomorrow or never, if you had any dignity or honor. But 

we don’t have to see the landowner as our God.  

 Be careful who you treat as a God. The landowners of today, of this land, need warm 

bodies to make the engine of the economy run. They will take any body. From coast to coast it 

is the vulnerable bodies of immigrants, often illegal and undocumented, who bear the burden 

of the day and the scorching heat. And yet it is they who have to cower in fear of prison and 

sickness and abuse. And they who have to accept the generosity of the landowners.  
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 Today we will hear from a DACA recipient. They are the children of immigrants who 

came here illegally – “through no fault of their own” – as if parents who just want to provide a 

better life for their children are at fault. These kids have to be perfect. They are shining 

examples of what it is to be American. And yet, they are forced to argue for their value, for 

their place in the only home they have known. Generosity here, as in the vineyard, comes with 

a healthy dose of fear. 

 Be careful who you make a god. Parables are like sticks of dynamite and they explode 

the world around us. Where to get a foothold? For Christians the answer is that the only God 

we know wears the face of Jesus. Jesus a man with no denarius to give his disciples and no land 

to cultivate so that other workers can make him rich. He only has his piercing vision and the 

power to speak truth. The Kingdom of God is seeing the truth. Together we can face the truth 

and follow the one who has only love to give. 

  


