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When I was young I lived in Liverpool, and that‟s sufficiently far back 

that many of the people who worked on the Liverpool docks then still worked 

“on the lump” (if I‟ve got that right) – that is, they had no fixed contracts, 

but turned up each morning hoping that they would be hired for the day. So 

this Gospel reading would have spoken to them. It‟s manifestly not Jesus 

telling us how to plan labour relations – that much is obvious. 

What Jesus is doing is telling us a story about God‟s generosity. And we, 

like all Christians, need to hear of God‟s generosity again and again and again 

for all sorts of reasons. It is easy enough to speak about God as generous, 

about God as forgiving, about God as accepting. But too often, I think, we do 

so within the frameworks of the generosity, the forgiveness, the acceptance 

of which we are capable. Maybe I can only speak for myself here, but I know 

that there are times when my notion of what God should offer to others in 

terms of generosity, forgiveness and acceptance is rather limited. (I find 

them such a pain in the neck – why shouldn‟t God find them the same?)  

More than that, and maybe at a deeper level, my understanding of the 

generosity, forgiveness and acceptance that God offers to me is all too often 

limited by what I think I am worth – and hence what God should offer in 

terms of generosity, forgiveness and acceptance. 

Depending on our particular experience, we may have had particular 

struggles here: if there have been voices, and particularly voices in the 

Church, downplaying our worth, it can be difficult not to buy into their 

evaluation. But maybe we need to recognise that this is the way that one 

aspect of original sin hits us – and to recognise that that same capacity to 

devalue the other person, to downplay their worth, is part of all human 

experience – both as sinner and sinned against. And being sinned against, 

damaged and devalued, we in turn pass on that same damaging and devaluing 

stance to others. 



But what we are offered in the gospel is a way out of that cycle. If 

we‟ve been blessed, and I guess most of us have, we know from our own 

experience in relationships with others how the offer of unconditional love 

can break that cycle. In one of Mary Renault‟s novels – “The Charioteer” – a 

man points out to someone who has hurt him that „real love doesn‟t keep 

account-books‟. Someone who really loves another doesn‟t hold their offences 

against them. And we know, if we are lucky, what such forgiveness and 

acceptance can mean – an experience which goes far beyond “keeping 

accounts” and turns out to be a fundamental expression of love.  

And so with God – only incalculably more so! As the opening prayer says, 

God‟s law is the law of love. And God‟s way are not our ways. God is the God 

who, revealed in Jesus, shows us what is possible by way of generosity. 

Because that is what today‟s gospel is about – at least that is what it says to 

me.  

God is just. The God revealed in Jesus is not a teddy-bear God, soft, 

fluffy and infinitely malleable to suit our whims. We have only to think of 

other moments in the Gospel when Jesus embodies the justice of God, facing 

down the Pharisees or the temple officials, challenging and rebuking those 

who will not listen, will not see, will not turn back to the Father. And God‟s 

justice is rooted in God‟s law of love: a love that does not do justice is no love, 

merely sentimentality. The workers in the vineyard are treated with justice – 

the usual day‟s wage is agreed. 

But God is loving – more, says St John, God is love. And God‟s generous 

love encompasses God‟s justice. No-one receives less than is just, but those 

who had no-one to hire them, even towards the end of the day, and who 

worked in the vineyard for only a short time in the evening‟s cool air, find that 

they too receive the usual daily wage. 

I‟m a Jesuit. My master Ignatius, the founder of the Jesuits, suggests 

that people praying with the scriptures should imagine themselves into the 

scene, become part of the story. It‟s a great way of praying – and of 

responding to hearing a Gospel passage.  



So where do I find myself in this parable? Again, I can only speak for 

myself, but a lot of the time I may be at least tempted to be among the 

grumblers, seeing God‟s justice and fairness towards me as somehow less than 

just and fair given how God has treated others. (“I‟ve worked long hours… I‟ve 

been a Jesuit for 40 years… I‟ve given up so much… and now you treat these 

others just like me…”). But when the gospel touches me – with the touch of 

God‟s love – I know that I am really among those who have been touched by a 

generosity that goes beyond calculation, by a love that encompasses 

forgiveness and acceptance and that keeps no account-books.   

It is “Home Mission Sunday”, when we are minded that as men and 

women who have been baptised, we have a mission: the proclaim the good news 

of the love of God revealed in Jesus. That‟s our common mission: we have 

different roles in the community of the church, and different particular 

ministries – but all these roles and ministries are at the service of the same, 

one, mission – the proclamation of the good news. For most of the time, it is 

how we go about our lives that does that proclaiming. 

To the measure that I allow the Spirit to work his (or her) way past my 

defences, to the measure that I allow myself to be open to that touch, that 

generosity, that love, to that measure I will be empowered to live in my turn, 

as St Paul puts it, “in a manner worthy of the Gospel of Christ” – a way of 

living that passes on that touch of generous love. 

Let‟s pray that we can be so touched, so that we can be witnesses and 

proclaimers in our turn to those who, like us, need to hear of God‟s generosity. 
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