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Sermon
I wonder – do you find this parable as counter-intuitive as I do?    I was always brought up to believe that you get paid for the hours you work.  In fact, my dad used to quote my grandad’s teaching:  if you are being paid a pound a day, you give a guinea’s worth of work.  In today’s money: you give more than you get paid for.
But in this story, the workmen work different hours but all get paid the same.  How is that fair?  Surely those workmen who only arrived three hours before the end of the workday and still got paid the same as those who put in a full shift, must be laughing all the way to the bank!   They’ll be thinking they’ve met a right sucker here: we only have to work three hours and we get paid a whole day?  Yes please!  I’ll have more of that!
And those who worked the full day and still got paid the usual day’s wage: how must they have felt?  Well, we know how they felt: brassed off!   Why should we put in the hard yards in the heat of the sun and get paid the same as someone who only worked three hours?
Hmm.  Perhaps there’s a message here about reading the contract carefully?   The first workers to be employed – at six o’clock in the morning – agreed to work for ‘the usual daily wage’.  In those days, that was a denarius for twelve hours work.  It was the going rate for farm work, and, I believe, for all other work at the time.   Work was in short supply: men stood out in the square all day hoping to be hired for at least a few hours work.  People were pretty desperate in those days.  So when the first group were offered a denarius for twelve hours work, they’d have been hugely relieved: they could afford to feed their families that day.   But first, they had to do the work.   
The other men who were employed at different times of the day were offered ‘whatever is right’ by way of pay.   They would have taken that to mean that they would be paid one denarius pro rate to the hours they worked – just as we understand it to mean that.   But at the end of the day, those who were hired last are called forward to be given their pay, and are given a whole denarius! So what were those men who were hired nine hours earlier thinking, I wonder?  ‘Wow!  We’ve done three times the work they have!  We’re in for a fortune here!’.  But that’s not what happens: they are paid a denarius, just the same, and exactly what they’d agreed to.  How is that fair, they ask?  As do we!
Well, maybe we can argue that here is a farmer who acknowledges how hard life is for many people and who wants to help them out.  But rather than just handing out a few small coins as charity, he asks them to do some work and then he gives them money.  Yet that doesn’t really work, does it?  That still seems to be unfair: those who do less work are still paid the same for doing less.
Then we have to remember that this is Jesus telling us the story.  He’s not really talking about a farmer and some farm hands.  He’s talking about God and his people.   He’s showing us how God is even handed; how he treats us all the same, no matter at what point in our lives turn to him.  He’s a generous God.  He doesn’t run a multi-tier membership scheme, where you only pay X for limited membership and then A for full membership.  No: everyone pays the same, whatever their length of membership.  Or rather, everyone is given the same for whatever they are able to contribute.
So, rather than seeing this as a story which is bewildering because of its apparent injustice or unfairness,  we need to see this quirky farmer as a bountiful God, who gives to everyone who turns to him the same abundance.  It doesn’t matter how late in our lives we turn to him or how much we do for him: we all get the same generosity.  Isn’t that really rather wonderful?
