
 
  
  
 Keep your eye on the owner in this story. It will be tempting to take your eye off 
him. There will come a moment in the story when you will want to divert your gaze from 
him and look at all those workers, scores of them, toiling on his property. There will be a 
spot in the story when you may want to take out your phone and get the calculator app 
going to see that every worker gets what he deserves. Let us try to resist that impulse. Let 
us just keep our gaze on this landowner’s eyes, to see what he sees, to see – if we can – 
as he sees, this strange, extravagant, perplexing character who, Jesus says, reveals 
something to us about the kingdom of heaven.   
 

He goes early in the day to the Home Depot parking lot. The sun is just rising, 
illuminating the men standing there, waiting. That’s where they gather, the ones looking 
for work. They have strong backs and hands calloused and scarred from days on ladders 
and rooftops, hammering and sawing and repairing, trusting, each of them, that the 
person selecting them from the parking lot is fair and will pay what is promised, a day’s 
wage for a day’s work. 
 
 The owner doesn’t look or sound any different to them than all the others as he 
negotiates with them for the usual, daily wage. They look him in the eye as he shakes 
their hands and promises them the usual daily wage, the going market rate. He seems fair. 
If he turns out to be fair, they will earn the money they need for the day, their families 
will have food on the table, and they will have the dignity of work. They load up and 
head out, grateful. 
 
 The landowner sees them head out onto his property and set to working. After a 
while, he seems restless, his eyes keep gazing back toward the city. “I’m going to head 
back into town,” he tells the foreman. “Be back in a bit.” Watch him as he drives back to 
the parking lot around 9 a.m. and sees more people milling around. He doesn’t negotiate 
a wage with them. He merely tells them he will pay them what is fair. They look at him. 
He seems fair. They head out to the property and join their work to the ones who have 
already been there a while. 
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 At the heat of the day, while the workers are taking a well-deserved lunch break, 
the owner gets that faraway look in his eye again, jumps in his truck, and, next thing you 
know, more workers are arriving, and then again at three, all promised only that he would 
be fair. There are now a lot of workers on the property working side-by-side. You can tell 
the difference between them by the amount of sweat and fatigue levels. But they are 
there, working together, counting on the fairness of the one who hired them. 
 
 At 5 p.m., one hour before quitting time, the owner can’t resist another drive to the 
city. He seems shocked that there are still people standing there, waiting. “Why are you 
standing here, idle?”  
 

“No one would hire us.” 
 
 Why is it, do you think, that those five o’clock workers can’t get hired? Or, for that 
matter, the three o’clock? Or the noon? They don’t get hired because something is up 
with them. Maybe they are too old, or too young. Maybe they are physically impaired in 
some obvious way, or perhaps mentally. Could be they have a bad reputation, perhaps 
well-earned. A normal landowner, especially at the late hour of five, would respond to 
their bad luck by saying, “Well, I’m full up,” or “That’s too bad,” or “Better luck next 
time.” 
 
 None of this seems to matter to the owner, who, it is clear by this point in the 
parable, doesn’t need the workers but knows the workers need him. His property seems 
endlessly spacious, overflowing with an abundance of work. He wants all who want to 
work at his household to take up their tools and join in, no matter the time.  
 
 Grace abounds. Now all the workers will have something to show for the day. All 
of them go, trusting this fair, gracious person to be so at the end of the day. 
   

Last Wednesday, a group of us from First Presbyterian gathered at Shorter Chapel 
African Methodist Episcopal Church to eat a meal and continue our conversations across 
lines of race. Those of you who were there will recall we were crammed into a relatively 
small fellowship hall and snaked our way through the line, eating spaghetti shoulder to 
shoulder. The laughter of children, and easy conversation between our groups 
accompanied us into the sanctuary, where we began by singing “Amazing Grace.”  
 
 As the pianist started playing the hymn in the unique cadence of the black gospel 
tradition, we sang out with one powerful voice. Dr. Hill, the pastor, had instructed us to 
sing the first and last stanzas, but we did not listen well and accidentally sang verse two: 
 



 ‘Twas grace that taught my heart to fear 
 And grace my fears relieved. 
 How precious did that grace appear 
 The hour I first believed. 
 
 This hymn is so well-known that we may be tempted to sing the familiar words but 
not really hear them. Perhaps because we weren’t supposed to be singing the stanza, I 
paid closer attention. Perhaps because of the setting, standing side-by-side with African-
American brothers and sisters, singing this hymn written by a slave trader who came to 
faith late in life, I noticed these words as if for the first time. What did John Newton 
mean by grace teaching his heart to fear? Does grace terrify before it relieves? Does 
grace offend before it blesses? And what was it that Newton believed in that first hour? 
 
 We know from the historical record that Newton cried out to God when his slave 
trading ship was threatened by a severe storm. After surviving the storm, however, he 
continued to serve on slave ships, vessels that often would leave the coast of Africa and 
arrive at their destination with only a third of the slaves still alive. It was brutal, cruel, 
and completely normal in his time, and he seemed an especially brutal person. 
 
 But something did happen to him during that storm, a seed that seemed to take root 
and grow, and when he was offered the chance to continue with the navy, he declined and 
began studying theology. It was in his role as an Anglican priest that he crossed paths 
with William Wilberforce and influenced his early days as an abolitionist.  
 
 The hymn “Amazing Grace” is in every way the confession of one who is a five 
o’clock worker in the vineyard of the kingdom. And this second stanza we accidentally 
sang reminds us that grace is not always recognized or welcomed.  
 
 Every worker on the site receives grace – every one of them receives what they 
need for the day. Whether they arrived at daybreak or five o’clock, they are given what 
they need. For the five o’clock workers, the ones who worried the day would pass them 
by, it is an immediate recognition of the grace. They go home rejoicing. The same is true 
for all the others, save the daybreak workers. They begin to grumble.  
 
 They were the ones who negotiated, and they have received what they bargained 
for. There is grace in that as well, but they are more concerned with calculating what is 
fair. They prefer the grace be measured out in proper proportions. They are concerned 
with what they deserve, and what their fellow workers do not. They see themselves as 
competitors in a scarce marketplace, and if somebody else gets something, they get less. 
 



 And all of this would of course be true if we were talking about the workaday 
world. But this parable is not a manual for running a business, it is not about us, it is 
about God, a generous God who welcomes the blind, the outcast, the sinner, the leper, the 
last, the least, the lost as lavishly, extravagantly gives them what they need.  
 
 The parable is an invitation to see, to keep our eyes on the landowner, to observe 
his generosity and allow it to form our souls, to see in the eyes of this landowner the eyes 
of God, and ourselves as God’s beloved. 
 
 The final words of the landowner issue the invitation in the form of a question. 
“Are you envious because I am generous?” The literal Greek translation reads, “Is your 
eye evil because I am good?” 
 
 “Is your eye evil because I am good?” 
 
 The eye was considered the gateway to the soul in the first century. Jesus is 
inviting us to consider our eyes, how we see God, the world, our fellow workers in the 
vineyard of the Lord, those outside the vineyard whom God is seeking out. To see 
generously, to see abundance, to see the world as God sees it is to enter the kingdom that 
is drawing near in Jesus. It is the pathway that leads to life. 
 
 It was hard to miss last Wednesday at Shorter Chapel, standing together with 
sisters and brothers who it would be easy in this time to keep at arm’s length, easy to stay 
in our respective communities and not risk the vulnerability of authentic conversation. 
But in that room on that night, we saw one another through the eyes of a God whose 
giving knows no ending, and imagined a world where all of us, no matter how wretched 
we were or had been, could sing and believe, together, “Twas grace that taught my heart 
to fear, and grace my fears relieved, how precious did that grace appear, the hour I first 
believed.” 
 
 May we have eyes to see it, and trust it. Amen. 
 
  


