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Sermon Notes – September 24, 2017 
“Justice, Equality, and Love” 

Brian Walton 
 
 

In the days before sod people actually used seed to plant grass.  I recall my 

father tilling and raking the soil around our house in preparation to spread 

grass seed on the land.  The final step before seeding was to flatten and 

pack the land with a heavy cement roller.  My father’s heart condition did 

not allow him to do such work so he went down to the casual labour office 

and hired a man to pull the roller.  It was my first exposure to a day 

labourer.  These are people who do not have steady income and hope 

against hope that someone will employ them, at least for a day.  My only 

other encounter with day labourers was in Sedona, Arizona when, driving 

down the street, I saw a whole block of people - mostly of Mexican origin - 

standing at the side of the road with signs declaring their willingness to 

work for the day. 

Today’s parable is about a day labourer.  Let me re-cast the parable 

as if it occurred outside my childhood home.  At 8 am my father went to the 

labour office and hired someone to pack the dirt with a roller.  At noon he 

went back and hired someone to tote the seed.  At four he went back and 

hired someone to use the spreader.  And just before the office closed at six 
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he went back and hired someone to come and water the finished product.  

When the watering was finished he paid the labourer $50.  Then the seed 

spreader came and she got $50.  Than the woman who was hired at noon 

came and she got $50.  And finally, the man who pushed the roller since 8 

in the morning came and he too received fifty dollars.  When he complained 

that it is not fair that he only got $50 bucks but worked longer than the rest, 

my father said that was the agreement and he was entitled to distribute his 

money as he saw fit.  Such would be the modern-day parable. 

Except - if my father ever heard this story he would be incensed.  A 

hard working, blue collar labourer, my father believed in fairness and this 

story simply doesn’t seem fair.  Bible scholars agree.  One scholar writes, 

“God is not fair.”  Another, “God is biased toward the needy.”  And finally 

another, “God has a reckless generosity.” 

How can we understand this parable?  Is there any way to make 

sense of God’s commonwealth?  Equality suggests that everyone should 

be treated fairly but God is not as interested in 

fairness as in justice.  Perhaps the illustration  

might help us appreciate the difference.  The 

kids on the left all have access to the same box 

for peering over the fence – the boxes are 
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equal.  The kids have ‘equal opportunity’ or do they?  The problem is that 

each kid is a different height – as a result the first kid has a good view of 

the whole field; the second can at least see over the fence; while the third 

can’t see at all.  The kids on the right can all peer over the fence.  The 

boxes on the right have been adjusted to take into account the differing 

heights of the kids.  Justice demands that we take into account extenuating 

circumstances; justice demands that we do what is “just”, not necessarily 

what is equal.  

In the parable we learn that the amount paid to each worker is the 

equivalent of a day’s wage.  Even though the worker hired late in the day 

doesn’t have the time to work a full 8 hours, he still needs a day’s wage to 

feed his family and put a roof over their head.  The starting point is 

different, but the need is the same.  We do not all have the same starting 

point in life; we don’t all have the same opportunities.  If you started life with 

a disability or a learning disorder; if you were raised in a home where there 

was violence or substance abuse; if you couldn’t afford secondary 

education; if you experienced life traumas; if you were raised in a 

residential school or had to flee persecution in your country of origin or any 

of a host of other challenges you started in a different place than I did.  My 

supposed success, my education and employment opportunities, my home 
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and retirement funds, are indeed the result of hard work, but I recognize 

that my starting point included a loving family, secure housing and food, 

and the financial resources to attend university.   

I have too often heard people criticizing justice by espousing equality.  

A few years ago I received a newsletter from my Member of Parliament 

who argued against providing glasses and dental care to newly arriving 

refugees.  He reasoned that it wasn’t fair - his parents, who had lived in 

Canada their whole life, weren’t entitled to free glasses.  He was arguing 

for equality that new refugees and longtime citizens should be treated the 

same.  It is likely that his parents never moved more than a hundred miles 

in their life time; and it is almost certainly that they did not have to flee 

persecution from the Taliban.  God advocates for goodness and justice 

ahead of equality.   

It is true – the values of God’s commonwealth are different than the 

values taught to us by our culture.  If one of my grandkids gets more ice 

cream than the other I hear the lament, “It’s not fair.”  We have been 

taught, and we teach our children, to be fair, where fair is defined as 

equitable.  If my grandson gets one scoop of ice cream, I better ensure that 

my granddaughter receives the same.  In recent decades, there has been a 

movement advocating equal pay for work of equal value.  If typing a memo 
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is deemed as valuable as cleaning the office, then each employee should 

be paid equally.  That’s fair.   

I have to confess that I wrestled with the message of this parable 

because I believe in fairness and equality.  Equal scoops of ice cream, and 

equal pay for equal work makes sense to me.    At first glance it appears 

that the worker hired first should be paid more than the one hired at the end 

of the day.  Perhaps I believe in equality because it is how I want to be 

treated.  Arguments for equality and fairness have at their core, self-

interest.  If life is fair, then I will get my share.  If we are treated equally, 

then I have security.  If one person receives free glasses than so should I. 

Love; however; radical love, gritty love, is more concerned about 

justice than about fairness and equality.  The scholars are right – God’s 

commonwealth is not focused on fairness.  Jesus’ parables often confront 

us with their seeming lack of fairness.  Jesus’ parables often confront our 

sense of fairness.  The party is thrown for the son who squandered his 

father’s money.  The wedding banquet is opened to people on the street.  

The outcast, not the priest, is the hero in the story of the Good Samaritan.  

Ninety-sheep are abandoned to look for one.  The last person hired, gets a 

day’s wage.  At the end of this morning’s parable Jesus concludes, the last 

and the least are first and the foremost in God’s commonwealth.   
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Radical, gritty love asks us to love our neighbor as much as we love 

ourselves.  God wants us to love each other, unconditionally.  If the cost of 

food and shelter is $50 per day than love demands that everyone should 

have $50.  I only began to understand this parable when I viewed it through 

the eyes of love.  

If one of my children became sick and the cure required that I spend 

all my savings on a trip to the Mayo Clinic, love would compel me to do so.  

I would not consider the fairness of dividing my inheritance or worry about 

giving my well child an equal amount of money.  I would spend everything 

to help the one in need.  Love, even more than justice, would inform my 

actions.  Jesus once said, “If an earthly parent can show such love, how 

much more is the Love that God wants for the world.” 

And so, let the followers of Christ declare, “Might Love be our 

teacher.”  Amen. 


