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Just before our lesson today in Matthew’s gospel, Jesus addresses a rich, young ruler who wants 

to know what he must do to inherit eternal life. Jesus instructs him to sell off everything he has 

and give the money over to the poor. Having heard this conversation, Peter asks Jesus what the 

disciples will receive because they have already left everything behind to follow him. Jesus tells 

Peter that all who have left everything behind to follow him will not miss out on the promise of 

eternal life. He ends his message saying, “But many who are first will be last, and the last will be 

first.”1 Then Jesus begins to tell them the parable of the laborers in the vineyard. 

 

Now I don’t know about you, but growing up with family members who were also members of 

trade unions as well as administration, this parable would have made for interesting table 

conversations at dinner time, especially when it was contract negotiation season. 

 

At the start of the day, the parable seems to be going well. A landowner has need of some 

workers to harvest the grapes in his vineyard. Early one morning, perhaps before the sun rises, 

the owner goes down to the local marketplace and discovers a group of guys who need some 

work. He agrees to pay them the usual daily wage. They agree to work and go out to his vineyard 

to get started. 

 

After breakfast, he notices that there is another group of guys hanging around looking for work.  

He agrees to pay them “whatever is right” and sends them out to work in his vineyard. Who 

knows, but these might be the guys who missed their early morning wake up calls. Either way, 

they, too, are hired for the day. 

 

Around lunchtime and again in the middle of the afternoon, he finds more guys who’ve come out 

still looking for work, so the landowner hires each of them and sends them into his vineyard as 

well. Finally, about an hour before the whistle blows for the day and everyone rushes home for 

dinner, the landowner notices still others hanging out around the marketplace. He sends them out 

to the vineyard as well. He may have had plenty of work to be done. You don’t want those 

grapes to rot on the vines when they could be used to make a good wine. 
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At the end of the day when it was time to punch out, the landowner tells his manager to pay 

everyone in the order that they were hired from the last to the first. Do you see the message from 

Jesus’ earlier words with Peter? The landowner instructs the manager to pay everyone. So he 

pays everyone a full day’s wages no matter how many hours they put on the clock. 

 

At first there is no problem. In fact, the last hired guys were probably grateful for their 

unexpected bonus. They knew they would be paid, but they weren’t necessarily expecting that 

type of generosity; a full day’s pay for an hour of work. As each group was paid out, you can 

almost see the guys who started early in the morning wringing their hands. They had worked all 

day and late into the evening. They were up before dawn. If the “Johnny-come-latelies” were 

paid so well, surely there was something extra special in the paycheck for them. 

 

At the end of the day, however, they were paid just as much as everyone else. In no time, they 

filed a grievance with the landowner. So the landowner points out the terms of the contract with 

them. He reminds them that they had agreed to work for the usual daily wage. The others agreed 

to work for what was fair. The landowner asked them, “Am I not allowed to do what I choose 

with what belongs to me? Or are you envious because I am generous?”2 Jesus ends the parable 

yet again with, “So the last will be first, and the first will be last.”3 

 

I don’t know about you, but my heart goes out to those hard working laborers who got up early 

in the morning and spent the whole day out in the hot sun picking grapes in that vineyard. I want 

to kick the dust up from the ground with the toe of my boot and shout, “Not fair! So what if we 

agreed to work for that amount.” Had I been in their boots, I would have been thinking that I 

could have slept in that day and had it made. The landowner may have been generous, but his 

generosity seemed a little unfair at best. 

 

This week concludes our series on Let’s Go to the Movies with a movie that came out last fall 

entitled Victoria and Abdul. The movie claims to tell the “mostly true” story of a man named 

“Abdul,” who comes from India with another man named “Mohammed,” to serve in Queen 

Victoria’s court. They are originally summoned from India to present the queen, who is also 

empress of India, with a coin from that part of her empire. Given strict instructions on how to 

present the coin and told never to make eye contact with the queen, Abdul breaks with all the 

royal customs of the day as he presents the coin and backs away looking directly into Victoria’s 

eyes. In spite of this, he wins over the queen. This is not without problems for the royal 

household. 

 

As you might have noticed, when Abdul, who was simply hired to bring a coin to the queen, was 

treated more generously by Queen Victoria, the household grew more frustrated. The racism and 

the perpetuation of an unjust system by the British empire of the day only continued to fuel the 

cries of the members of the royal household. They couldn’t believe that the Queen of the British 

Empire, the Empress of India, would continue to associate herself with someone of such low 

birth as Abdul. In fact, early in the movie, many refer to Abdul and Mohammed as “the Hindus” 

when in fact they are Muslims from India. 

 

In the movie, Abdul starts out as a servant, but is promoted to be the queen’s “munshi,” which is 

the Persian word for “teacher.” Abdul teaches Queen Victoria how to speak, read, and write in 
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Urdu. Increasingly, the queen confides in her Indian teacher. Even her own son, Berti, is enraged 

by the queen’s behavior and the connection that she has with Abdul. 

 

At one point, Berti turns to the queen and says, “Don’t you see, Mama? He’s using his position 

for his own gain.” With a quick wit, the queen replies, “How does that make him any different 

than you?” 

 

In the minds of many of the royals, Abdul is a lowly Indian servant who should have been sent 

back home right after he presented the coin to the queen. He has no business in the palace, let 

alone in the constant presence of the queen. Queen Victoria, however, favors this young Indian 

man with whom she develops a deep connection. 

 

To try to end the nonsense, the royal household, including the queen’s doctor, threatens to have 

the queen declared “insane.” At this point, she’s had enough and Queen Victoria calls them out 

by suggesting their actions are treasonous. In the minds of the royals, it’s hard to watch the man 

who should be last and servant of the queen and others become the “munshi” or chief advisor to 

the queen. How could this “Johnny-come-lately” be so elevated in the court, to the point that 

Queen Victoria even thinks of knighting him? 

 

Jesus said, “The last shall be first and the first shall be last.” This extravagant generosity is great 

if you find yourself in the “last group,” but what if you are among “the first”? Then the actions of 

the landowner and Queen Victoria seem “unfairly generous.” In the parable, Jesus is turning over 

the natural order for his hearers. People don’t tend to strive to be last. We strive for the best seat, 

not the lowest place at the table. 

 

When I first started out in ministry, I remember that in one of my churches, I had a retired pastor 

who assisted me with communion most of the year. His voice was booming whenever he 

presided at the table with me. His projection, without a microphone, was so strong and filled 

with a deep bass tone that resonated from his chest. Whenever I presided with him, I always felt 

as if I was serving communion with God. 

 

In the winter, my retired colleague would go someplace warmer for a few months. During that 

time, I looked around for those who might help me to serve communion. At one point in time, I 

identified one of our youth, Marsha, to help out. I think Marsha was just starting in middle 

school when I asked her to serve communion with me on Sunday mornings. While Marsha didn’t 

have a booming voice, her face always beamed whenever I invited her to assist me in serving the 

sacrament. 

 

One week, someone approached me to tell me that another member was upset that Marsha was 

serving communion. It seems that the upset member thought that Marsha was too young to do 

the job. I was told that Marsha hadn’t even been confirmed yet. Besides all that, Marsha didn’t 

dress up, but rather she wore what school kids her age wore. At one point in time, she even dyed 

her hair purple. I listened to the comments, briefly, since the person who was so upset didn’t 

approach me. I even double checked the liturgical rubrics in The Book of Worship to see if there 

was a mandated dress code or age for those who serve communion. 
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The next month, I asked Marsha to serve communion with me again. In fact, I asked Marsha to 

help me out for the next several months. When Marsha entered our small confirmation class, I 

had the whole class serve communion with me, as well. I don’t know if the person who was 

upset ever discovered my response to her semi-anonymous complaint, but I do know that 

Marsha’s face reflected the joy of the Lord whenever she was invited to serve communion. In 

fact, I sensed God’s presence in Marsha’s excitement about serving just as much as I sensed 

God’s presence through the voice of a retired colleague that served alongside of me. 

 

I wonder if it’s more difficult to see the blessing in the type of generosity that Jesus speaks to in 

his parable unless we have first found ourselves to be “last” at some point in our lives. Perhaps it 

is when we have experienced God’s unfair generosity, or grace, that we are better able to 

appreciate the excitement in the hearts of those who are last when they are invited to be first. 

 

In one of my favorite scenes in the movie, Queen Victoria is lamenting to Abdul over her long 

life. As a result, she says to him, “Everyone I loved has died and I just go on and on.” You can 

almost sense the desperation in her voice as she realizes that her husband and others have died 

and yet only she remains as queen alone. Finally, she asks Abdul, “What’s the point?” 

 

Abdul responds, “Service, your Majesty. We are here for a greater purpose.” 

 

The “munshi,” the teacher, Abdul, who used to be regarded as the servant, reminds the queen 

that as humans we are created to serve and to care for one another. 

 

In the parable of the laborers in the vineyard, Jesus reminds his hearers that the life of faith is not 

about who’s first, but about how we serve as we live out the work to which God has called us.  In 

the kingdom, it’s not about the authority of those who’ve been around long enough to decide, but 

about serving alongside one another as we care for the last, making them our first priority. 

 

“That’s not fair,” some may say. Maybe not, but thanks be to God for the unfair generosity that 

we have come to know as grace! It’s that unfair generosity that we celebrate every time we 

gather around the table of grace! I don’t know about you, but when the time comes for us to 

experience the eucharistic table in all of its fullness, I don’t mind being last. I’m just thrilled to 

have a place at the table by the grace of God. That may be why I want to make sure there is 

always a place at the table for others. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 Matthew 19:30, NRSV. 
2 Matthew 20:15, NRSV. 
3 Matthew 20:16, NRSV. 


