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September 20, 2020    16th Sunday after Pentecost              Philippians 1:21-30, 
Psalm 145:1-8 
Rev. Jen Nagel, University Lutheran Church of Hope        Matthew 20:1-16 

[https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=meiU6TxysCg which is a splice of a 2011 TED Talk by Frans de Waal called Moral 
Behavior in Animals: https://www.ted.com/talks/frans_de_waal_moral_behavior_in_animals?language=en#t-1007884. Debie 
Thomas in Journey with Jesus, a piece called On Fairness, for this Sunday, posted on 9-13-20. Amy Jill Levine, Short Stories 

by Jesus, page 236. Rev. Jane McBride’s Sermon at First Congregational Church of MN on 10-13-19 called A Sacred 
Economy. Stanley Saunder’s commentary on Matthew 20:1-16 in Working Preacher for this date.]] 

 
Grace and peace from our God, who is gracious and merciful, slow to anger and abounding in 

steadfast love. Amen.  
 

Let’s start this morning with the monkeys, Capuchin Monkeys, to be precise.  
The research of primatologists Frans de Waal and Sarah Brosnan is on the moral behavior of animals. 

Why are we so bothered by fairness, they wondered.  

Is it hard wired into us? Is it somehow passed through culture? 

 

One of their best known studies features capuchin monkeys, side by side in their cages, eager for a 

reward.  

They are trained to pass a small rock to the handler and in return receive the reward,  

in this case, a piece of cucumber.  

Over and over again, they pass the handler the rock, and they happily receive and snarf down their chunk of 

cucumber.  

 
But then… the handler changes things up:  
After one of the monkeys gives her the rock, she gives that monkey not a chunk of cucumber but a luscious 

grape—highly prized and far superior even to a cucumber in the mind of capuchin monkeys 

The monkey in the cage to the side is witness to all of this. 

It passes the handler its rock, of course expecting also to receive a grape,  

but instead it again receives simply a piece of cucumber.  

Doubling the injustice the handler dares give the other monkey another grape, free, no rock needed. 

 

The grape-less monkey is furious: physically agitated, practically climbing the walls,  

at one point throwing a now-sub-par cucumber at the handler, later whipping rocks at the handler 

gesturing wildly to the monkey in the cage to her side.  

You can almost hear the monkey’s grumbling: it’s not fair, it’s just not fair.  

If you haven’t seen these experiments, they’re intriguing, revealing. 
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Watch the TED talk, check out the YouTube.  

Fairness is so very deeply ingrained in our beings.  

I need only watch my 6 year old to know again this truth.  

 

Our parable today is offensive in its generosity. 
It’s scandalous. 

It’s so fair, it’s unfair and we often read it as unjust.  

How can the landowner give the same to those who worked just an hour, as they did to those who started at 

sun-up and worked the whole day long? How can that happen? 

To which the landowner asks, Isn’t this what we agreed to?  

You each get the usual days wages: those who were hired early, those who were hired later,  

you simply get the day’s wages?  

“Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me?” the landowner asks, 

Or are you envious because I am generous?”  

 

There are plenty of directions we could go with this puzzling story.  
We could notice how this passage has historically been tied with anti-Semitism: 

making it all about salvation and cultural and religious undercuts, 

with the Jews grumbling for they came early, and the Gentiles celebrate even while late.  

 
We could talk about living wages and the dignity of work.  
As Jewish New Testament scholar Amy-Jill Levine observes about this parable: 

“Jesus is neither a Marxist nor a capitalist.   

Rather he is both an idealist and a pragmatist.   

His focus,” she writes, “is often less directly on ‘good news for the poor’  

than on [the] ‘responsibility of the rich.’” (p. 236) 

“To those who ask today, ‘Are you saved?’” Levine maintains “Jesus might well respond,  

“The better question is, ‘Do your children have enough to eat?’  

or ‘Do you have shelter for the night?’” (216) 

 

We could remember Martin Luther’s simple and powerful words shortly before his death:  
“We are all beggars.” 

We could notice the generosity, the grace.  
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Or we could go back, as I’d like to do today, to the monkeys so animated by fairness, 
and to the question: 
“Are you envious because I am generous?” 

 

Do you wonder why some are waiting, ready to work at sun-up or maybe before, and others are later to 

arrive?  

Do you wonder if they needed to feed their kids first or maybe English is new to them? 

Do you wonder if they lacked transportation, or they’d slept on the streets,  

or they were living with a disability/ 

Do you wonder if they have their Greencards or if they worry every day that someone will alert ICE?  

Or maybe they are trans or a woman or Black or struggle with mental illness? 

It just doesn’t seem to matter to that landowner. 

They simply want people to have work: to go home with the a wage, to take care of their family, to live with 

some dignity, not just barely scrapping by.  

 

“Are you envious because I am generous?” 
Quite literally, “Is your eye evil because I am good?” 

Many of us, I’ll speak for myself (this is confessional), find this parable troubling because we’ve let our 

identity get wrapped into this idea that we were up early, that we were hired first.  

Maybe it’s privilege, maybe it’s personality, probably it’s both,  

but I’ve always assumed I worked the whole day.  

I suspect in this crowd I’m not alone in that assumption.  

 

Consider, though, how differently this parable reads if you assume you arrived last. 
Then it’s not grumpy and unfair, stuck in repeat with the tapes of how unjust the system is. 

Then it’s not a bunch of miffed monkeys raising a fist,  

throwing back the reward just because the process appears so messed up.   

 

Rather, if you are at the back of the line, if you come late, for whatever reason, and you still get paid a 

day’s wage, this landowner, let’s just say God, is extravagant, unexpected, gracious.  

Generous…like giving precious grapes to a monkey.  

At the back of the line, they are having a party, a joyful party: this is grace, pure grace 
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Debie Thomas writes, “I don’t think it’s a coincidence that the landowner insists on paying his workers in 

reverse order, thereby making sure that the first workers see what the last receive.   

He wants them to experience what radical generosity looks like.   

He wants them to relinquish their anger and join the party.   

He wants them to use their plenty to build longer tables, not higher walls.” 

 

Dear friends in Christ, this parable can read as offensive, disquieting—for many of us. I get it.  
It stirs up all our deeply seated, sense of what is fair and what seems not. 

Quite honestly, it may not bring out our best selves.  

 

And yet, yet, it speaks a word of grace—we need one another:  
I heard Alden say that this morning in the Forum: We need one another.  

Life can be incredibly hard: We need one another.  

Storms are churning, streets are flooding.  

The west is burning. 

Black and Brown bodies are burdened by the weight of injustice. 

And this virus marches on while we try our best to find a way through politically.  

We need each other, to survive we need each other.  

We could get all stressed out about perceived fairness, or we could witness the power of our God: 

God who is gracious and merciful. 

God who is slow to anger. 

God who is abounding in steadfast love.   

God who creates dignity and grants life.  

God who calls us to be servants of one another, giving and receiving, creating something new.  

Amen.  

 

 


