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1.
It’s not fair! Contemporary concerns

Whose children have not at some point protested ‘It’s not fair!’ I imagine that many of you have, like me, sat through a child’s party playing ‘pass the parcel’ and trying to ensure that all the children get the chance to unwrap a layer. This usually means that the person controlling when the music stops has to find a way of peeking.

Yet a concern for fairness is not something we grow out of. When my mother died, I spent a good deal of time trying to work out how to distribute her favourite jewellery in a way that would be fair to all her 6 grandchildren. Families disintegrate over issues of inheritance, and individuals may always have a chip on their shoulder if they feel that their parents have not given them the time or attention given to siblings. In public life, issues of equal pay also loom large.

The parable told by Jesus in our gospel reading seems to be about fairness of this sort. The workers who have been working all day long grumble because the land owner has not treated them fairly. Does his defence stack up? And what has all this to tell us about God?
2.
Gospel parable: The question of fairness
In the story, the Landlord defends his action by saying that he has treated them fairly – he has given them what was agreed. He has kept his promise to them regardless of how he has treated the others. Moreover, he has given them what they deserve – ‘the usual daily wage’. Alan and I enjoy watching the cycling – the Tour de France is just coming to an end. And it can happen that a rider receives a time penalty for not obeying the rules. Often this can make a massive difference when their performance is compared with others, but in this instance, they all acknowledge that comparisons are not the point. The penalty is fair because they have all known the rules and the authorities are enforcing them regardless of consequences or comparisons with others.
Those reading this story often suggest that the Landlord’s actions were fair because those hired late may not have worked all day but they had been willing to do so and indeed were in just as much need of a day’s pay as the others. It was not their fault that they were not working and indeed they may have preferred to be working rather than anxiously standing about in the sun worried how they would feed their family. So the Landowner responds not to what they have earned or deserve in terms of their work, but to their needs and what they deserve as human beings.

When we worked for the missionary society CMS in Pakistan, we were paid according to need rather than seniority or qualifications. Newly qualified social workers, our pay was the same as that of the experienced psychiatrist with whom we worked. When I had a baby and stopped work, our allowance was increased. Throughout CMS, pay – or allowances – was worked out on the basis of need rather than merit. A striking example of collective economics in line with the vision of the early Christians or of Karl Marx. We did indeed get what we needed, not what we were thought to deserve.
There are different ways then of measuring what is fair: by comparison with others, in terms of whether it is deserved or in terms of whether an action keeps to the rules, honouring a promise or agreement. So does God treat his children fairly – and if so, in what sense? What is the point that Jesus is making in this memorable parable? 
3. 
Does God treat us fairly? 
As with all his stories, Jesus hooks his listeners in through their natural human identification with the workers who had been working all day.  Then as now, people naturally compare themselves with others. 

It is quite clear too that in life we do not necessarily get what we deserve or even what we need. It is always shocking to our sense of natural justice when bad things happen to good people or the wicked do not get what in our view should be the wages of their sin.

A common religious response to this problem is to bring in the afterlife – those who remain unpunished by God now will get what they deserve later, and so will those who have led good lives – they will get their heavenly reward. These retorts help us to keep to our own understanding of a God who is just, who will treat us all in a fair way in the end. They help to retain our drive to do good and to toe the line. Such arguments have been used as measures of control within the Church and in society at large, but they are perhaps not in line with Jesus’s message in this parable. 

4. 
Spiritual issues

Like many of his stories, this was directed at the Scribes and Pharisees who had been criticising Jesus for saying that sinners who turned to God would receive the same treatment as those who had kept the religious rules all their lives. The parable reminds us of the story of Prodigal Son, where the older brother is jealous when his younger wastrel of a brother is welcomed home by his Father after squandering all that he had been given. Indeed Jesus’s own disciples are to be found shortly afterwards arguing about who is the greatest.

Jesus wants to teach them – and us – about the incredible generosity and love of God. It is a love so great that it breaks all our human rules of fairness. Yes, God is concerned about justice – especially about how the poor and marginalised are treated. Yet justice is a starting place rather than the goal. God’s generosity and mercy are the point here, and these cannot be earned.
It is for me a great source of comfort to believe that although I can trust God’s promises, I will not receive what I deserve, either in this life or the next. I was always one of the ‘good girls’ – a cringe-makingly conformist child who never trod on the cracks in the pavement or broke any rules. I used to be terrified of making a mistake or doing anything wrong. This is not a free way to live. The realisation that I could not pull myself up by my own bootlaces was for me a complete liberation. God does not expect me to get everything right, but simply to love him and to receive his love for me. My actions need to flow not from any set of rules but from a response to that overwhelming love. 

God knows and understands our human frailty; that in many situations there is not ‘right way’ forward, and that even when there is, we will often not chose it. We should not compare ourselves with others, but to look only to God. He will, I believe, be faithful but in what ways and in what timescale we cannot hope to know. May he give us all a deep faith and trust in that generosity and love, whatever befalls, in the coming week and in the years to come.





Amen
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