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Has anyone heard of the artist Sol LeWitt?  I had not until recently.  I learned of his work 
through the podcast called A Piece of Work, which is a program devoted to art and questions 
about it.  What is art?  Who can rightfully be called an artist?  How does art affect us and why?  
I’ve been interested in some of the perspectives I’ve heard on the show, and fascinated by the 
spiritual parallels that come up.        
 For example, Sol LeWitt.  He was a drawer, painter and sculptor, born and raised here in 
the United States.  He died in 2007.  But his work lives on.  Not just in frames, hanging on the 
walls in museums.  Sol LeWitt’s work is still being created.  “How?”  you might ask yourself.  
Well, one of the ways that LeWitt made art was to write the steps for making a drawing or a 
sculpture (he called his three-dimensional pieces “structures”) and have other people actually do 
those steps.  Seeing how people interpreted his instructions differently was part of the process.  
Even if two people followed the same directions exactly on the same size canvas (or many of 
LeWitt’s works are done straight onto walls), there would be subtle variations caused by the way 
the different people held their pencil, or how hard they pressed on the surface.  Some of LeWitt’s 
concepts involve several panels, and when different artists take a different piece of the whole, 
you can end up with different styles in the same piece, yet it is all a LeWitt.   
 I suppose it is part of human nature to be rigid, to try to codify things.  Now that LeWitt 
is dead, there are arguments in the art world about whether or not certain works are “real” Sol 
LeWitts.  People really knowledgeable about art in general and familiar with his work have 
devised a sort of checklist – width of lines, amount of space between shapes, the hardness or 
softness of the pencil lead – if someone doesn’t do all of these things “right,” the work might not 
be considered a LeWitt, even if the artist(s) followed the instructions to the letter.  I wonder if we 
as a species will ever be able to break out of that mode, and stop arguing among ourselves which 
is the “right” or “correct” way to do something.  There might be more than one way, right? 
  When I learned of LeWitt’s technique for creating things, I was intrigued by 
several aspects of it.  It is amazing to me that beauty can be created collaboratively, that people 
can come together and make something that can only be born and exist from that particular 
combination of humanity.  It also occurred to me that for us, as people of faith, God our Creator 
is a sort of hidden artist, the one who is offstage but who has the vision for who we could be.  
The artist has left teachings, guidelines (not step by step instructions) to show us how to paint the 
picture.  Sometimes we follow the rules, or act in accordance with the guidance, and other times 
we do not.   

From our beginning, people trying to follow Christ have been arguing about what makes 
someone a “real” Christian.  Is it enough simply to proclaim our love for Christ and our faith in 
him?  Or do we have to follow every word of the instructions exactly?  What happens when we 



disagree about what the words are saying exactly?  Who is the true Christian in a case like that? 
 The parables are a case in point of such a dilemma.  We could be here all day trying to 
figure out who are the good guys and who are the bad guys in the parable of the laborers in the 
vineyard.  Or would it be more accurate to title it the ‘Parable of the Mysterious Landowner?”  
These stories have come to us in this form for a reason.  Jesus is not a Sol LeWitt – he didn’t 
give us precise steps to follow.  If people can have differences of opinion on the interpretation of 
an artists’ directions, is it any wonder that we have such wildly divergent takes on something as 
ambiguous as a parable?  But let’s consider the possibility that Jesus did give us the parables and 
the sermons and the teachings as a means of showing us the way to live together in the world – 
and not only to live, but to live in such a way that it is evident Christ is still present on earth.  
Maybe Jesus spoke to us in these opaque stories to get us to think, to keep us from being robots, 
to force us to interact with each other at a deeper level.  What if the pondering, the discussing, 
even the arguing, is part of God’s creative process – maybe we only form the result God wants 
when we honor the whole.  God’s creation has the most integrity, and is closest to God’s vision 
for us, when we find our way to each other.       
 “For the kingdom of heaven is like…”  Many parables begin with this phrase or 
something like it.  When we hear those words, we know that something is coming that will cause 
us to stop, pause, and think.  Things happen in Jesus’ parables that we do not foresee, and we 
cannot fully understand them.  We do not know why the characters behave as they do, and often 
we have different opinions about what the story is saying to us about how we are to live our 
lives, or what we can expect of God.         
 Take this landowner, for instance.  He does not behave in a way that makes sense to any 
of us, not in the economy in which we live.  We want everything just so, with our concept of 
“fairness” being paramount. Why should someone who works for one hour make the same 
amount of money as the one who works for eight?  New Testament commentator Matthew Hare 
articulated our discomfort like this: “The parable is offensive to us; it challenges our sense of 
justice.  We empathize with the grumbling workers of verse 12; we too have known capricious 
employers who rewarded lazy workers more generously than faithful, hardworking employees.  
But can God be so unfair?”  (Interpretation Matthew commentary, p. 230)   
 It makes sense that we would think this way – it is human nature to bargain with God, 
just as we do with each other.  So many of our earthly relationships are transactional in nature.  
We follow certain steps, and expected results follow.  We hand the cashier some money, and are 
allowed to walk out of the store with a bag of groceries.  We study hard for a test, put in our 
time, and get a good grade.  We work diligently at our jobs and we take home a paycheck.  That 
is the way things work in this world, and we think it is how it should work with God.  But God 
has other ideas.            
  We think if we do X (maybe praying every day, reading our Bibles, taking food to the 
hungry, etc.), we will be rewarded with Y (good health, prosperity, and the big prize, God’s 
love).  It’s not that there is anything wrong with the things we do to develop our relationship 
with God – in fact they are essential to the relationship.  But we have skewed reasoning about 
why we do it.  Here’s the thing – the prize is ours to claim.  God ALREADY loves us more than 
we could possibly comprehend.  God is not keeping score or checking all the boxes, keeping 
track of what we have done or have not done.  We love our neighbors and cultivate a spiritual 



life and educate ourselves about the truth in scripture because we want to know this God who 
knows us better than we know ourselves and yet loves us so deeply.  In a way, these practices 
ARE the reward, because they enrich our lives so much.  But God does not intend for us to use 
them as a measuring stick, to figure out where we stand in relation to our sisters and brothers on 
the scale of God’s love and favor.         
 We are so conditioned to the market economy in which we live, that our sense of 
propriety is outraged by this enigmatic landowner who pays all the workers the same amount 
regardless of how long they have worked.  Our first instinct is to place God in the place of the 
landowner, and that is a valid interpretation.  Most biblical commentaries and online discussions 
of the parable assume this.  Again, I appreciate how Matthew Hare sums up the picture of God 
the parable paints: “The parable may have served Jesus as a defense of his association with tax 
collectors and sinners; such persons, even though their service to God came late in life, would be 
accepted.  In this case, the parable parallels that of the prodigal son (Luke 15); the grumbling of 
the full day workers corresponds to the bitter complaint of the elder brother.  By placing it in this 
context, Matthew reinterprets the parable.  It subordinates rewards to grace.  Yes, the sacrifices 
of the apostles and other followers of Jesus will be honored by God, but the reward will so far 
outstrip the sacrifices that it must be seen as sheer grace.  Although some may feel that their long 
and costly service qualifies them for a higher rate of pay in the kingdom, all must humbly 
acknowledge that in fact they are like the eleventh-hour workers.  None deserves the glorious 
future God has planned for them.”  (Interpretation, pgs. 230-231)    
 I love the God who is the mysterious landowner – it is so freeing to think that God wants 
to give us more love and mercy than we could ever deserve.  But let’s open our minds to another 
possibility as well.  But let’s consider -  could God also be the unseen artist (the Sol LeWitt), 
who is using the parable to point the way -  to show us how we could create a world unsurpassed 
in its beauty and truth? What if we are called to live in the world with the generous heart of the 
mysterious landowner?  Can we give to each other according to what we have and what others 
need and stop with the transactions?         
 As a parent, one thing that can drive me crazy is endless scorekeeping.  “I walked the dog 
twice yesterday.  He should have to do it twice today.”  “You let him have a Coke yesterday, so 
you owe me one today.”  “Why does he get to stay up later than I do?”  Sweet Baby Jesus, 
deliver me.  On a regular basis, I deliver an exasperated lecture that goes something like this:  
“Cut it out!  It all comes out in the wash.  There are some days when one gets something the 
other doesn’t, or gets a break on chores, because they need more, or they are less able to 
contribute.  Shut it down with the lists and the sense of entitlement or I am going to scream!”  
The details vary, but you get the idea.         
 It has occurred to me – if that kind of attitude wears on me and I only have two kids, 
maybe it really starts to get on God’s nerves.  Is God trying to say to us “I love all of you 
equally, but sometimes that means I have to relate to you differently.  People are to receive 
according to their needs and give according to their ability.”      
 When we take the long view, the reward is the same for all of us.  It’s a huge mental leap 
for us to recognize that.  But, can we honor that way of seeing each other in our own lives?  Can 
we approach people with compassion and not judgment?  Can we acknowledge that sometimes 
things aren’t fair (according to our limited understanding of fairness) but learn to let go of the 



scorekeeping?  It’s a real challenge, but if we wish to follow Christ perhaps we too are called to 
live as this landowner whose behavior is so puzzling.     
 What kind of a picture is God calling us to paint?  I believe it is characterized by bold 
color and vivid relationships and frequent surprises.  I believe love pervades the entire canvas.  
But will we follow the guidelines offered to us, or will we insist on rigidity and uniformity?  My 
hope is that God as the unseen artist will shape us into people and communities characterized by 
our compassion – even more than our fairness. 

 

Thanks be to God.  Amen.      

 


