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Today’s gospel is one that tempts us into missing the point. It feels totally unfair 

that the laborers that worked less get paid the same amount and I’m always slightly 

uneasy thinking about a God who is openly unfair. But the good news is that there 

is a depth to this gospel that presents a different way of thinking. The bad news is 

that to look at it differently means doing a lot of work.  

 

Because today’s gospel is about the trap of dualism and dualism creates clean, easy 

boundaries that keep our world safe and organized. It’s essentially black and white 

thinking. Something is either this or it’s that.  But the downside of safe and 

organized is, as Richard Rohr says, that it is “our way of reading reality from the 

position of our private and small self. ‘What’s in it for me?’ ‘How will I look if I 

do this?’ This is the ego’s preferred way of seeing reality.” So keeping things safe 

and organized requires a kind of selfishness that stops serving us once we’re ready 

to go into the deep waters of our spiritual life and let all of life in: the good, the 

bad, the ugly, and the really beautiful.  

 

But I must confess that black and white thinking has been the thorn in my spiritual 

side for most of my life. I like hard and fast rules, I like when things are easy and 

make logical sense, and I tend to get anxious when I’m wading into the unknown 

“gray” areas of life. Just recently I was at our clergy retreat and they had us get in 

small groups and share about what season of the church year we were currently in 

in our lives. It took me a full three minutes and a second explanation for me to 
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understand the question. My immediate thought was, “it’s Pentecost. Why do the 

rest of my fellow clergy not know that it’s Pentecost?”  

 

Clearly, they wanted us to share if we were in a hopeful anticipatory state like 

Advent, a reflective, penitential state like Lent. Maybe we were feeling hopeful 

and joy like Easter. One woman shared that she was in Easter Monday because her 

husband had recently died and she was experiencing new life but still close to the 

grief. So it seems, the seasons of the church are happening concurrently, 

simultaneously, and out of order. This is both beautiful and terribly unsettling for 

me. I like for Advent to be in December and Lent to be before Easter and Easter to 

be in the spring. I like order, I like rules.  

 

But rules don’t actually lead to any place with depth or beauty or truth. Rules give 

things shape and they help keep us sheltered but I don’t believe Jesus came to tell 

us how to be clearly defined and how to be comfortable. In fact, I believe Jesus 

came to tell us that our ego and our identities hold us back from intimacy. 

Meaning, without the ability to be truly intimate, we run the risk of terrible 

lonliness and depression and we are pulled to try more and more shallow 

experiments to get us away from those feelings.  

 

We try to work more, gain more influence through success, drink more heavily, 

and fill our time with endless tasks. But that’s just an endless cycle whereby our 

lives keep us too busy to interact with each other and so we feel more lonely and 

disconnected so we try more things to fill our lives and those things keep us more 

separated and on and on and on. We protect ourselves by keeping each other at bay 
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with boundaries when all our souls really want is to reach out and truly connect 

with another soul. And I think Jesus saw that our instinct for survival was keeping 

us from each other and so he came and showed us that by dying to ourselves, we 

resurrect into wholeness with all that is: we at last, without our protective barriers, 

can merge with each other and live in full communion; we can be a community 

that is united.  

 

And part of that dying to the self wasn’t just physical death, it was egoic death. 

Jesus never gave a simple, straightforward answer. He answered us in parables and 

challenged us to discern the truth. Jesus didn’t even give us rules. He said, “love 

God and love one another… on these two commandment hang all the law and the 

prophets.” In other words, the law is dictated by the love in the room and not the 

other way around. Compassion, mercy, flexibility… these are the laws of the land. 

Don’t worry about getting taken advantage of or hurt, worry about missing out on a 

relationship.  

 

But I get that that is no easy task. As someone who has been described as rigid and 

unyielding at times, I can tell you that extending unconditional compassion 

sometimes feels like chaos to me. It can also feel too anxious for me to fully 

embrace. But that’s precisely the point, isn’t it? Human beings naturally like for 

things to be not anxious and so we try to create boundaries that keep the anxiety at 

bay. But perhaps the only way to keep the anxiety at bay is to have a quiet soul and 

not a heart with walls around it. For me, a quiet soul is one that knows God and 

knows itself. Cynthia Bourgeault once said on Gwyneth Paltrow’s blog, no less, 

that “it’s not about boundaries, it’s about integrity. And integrity is the fruit of 



4 
 

being deeply rooted in oneself. Like a great old oak tree swaying in a gale, being 

deeply rooted allows you to give-and-take with the winds of fate that buffet your 

branches. I’ve never been a great fan of strong personal boundaries because they’re 

too brittle, too surface. They snap off in the breeze and are the usual reason that 

strength can’t express itself in terms other than stridency.” 

 

Boy does she have me pegged. I like boundaries because they make me feel in 

control but the reality is that boundaries that don’t bend leave me feeling like I’m 

in hostile opposition to the world—they leave me feeling kind of alone and in the 

end, that can’t protect me anyway. People can choose to walk all over us and take 

advantage but the real hurt is on their soul, not ours. When we know who we are 

and the strength that lies within us, we can see people who hurt us for what they 

really are: people who have been hurt themselves.  

 

So, I think Jesus wanted us to break free from rigidity and rule following for the 

sake of rule following. After all, he worked on the Sabbath—something totally 

forbidden for Jews—and his reply when he was rebuked was essentially, “I needed 

to do it, what would you have me do?” He told the Pharisees, who were experts in 

the law, that the law had reached its limit in that situation and his discernment in 

the moment coupled with his confidence in who he was allowed him to make a 

choice that was technically wrong but truthfully right and so he healed a man on 

the Sabbath day.  

 

And so when we come to today’s gospel, all I can see is this trap of black and 

white thinking parading around as righteousness. The workers have all worked 
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different hours and suffered different amounts and yet they all get paid the same 

amount. The cry is for fairness and the workers feel cheated by the system. And 

this is what heaven is going to be like according to this parable from Jesus. Some 

will have worked hard and long and some will have not done the work and yet still, 

they will be treated equally.  

 

Jesus never tells us why the landowner discerned that the wages should be equal. 

Perhaps he knew that the men standing around hoping to be hired had suffered a 

half day of intense worry about how his family would eat. Perhaps the landowner 

understood the shame a young man felt in the three hours of not being hired while 

his father waited at home for his report about the day. The stories could go on and 

on but for Jesus it’s not important what the stories are just that they are. I think 

Jesus is telling us that there is a lot between black and white and all of it matters. 

More than that, that the in-between space is all that matters. The in between is the 

story and everyone of us has a story. Every one of us is yearning to be loved and to 

belong and to be close and to be touched by the people that come into our lives. 

None of us likes division and yet our safe, black and white thinking keeps us from 

being in union with one another.  

 

But Jesus is telling us today that if we do the hard work of wading into the gray 

areas of discerning the truth in every situation instead of letting the rules and 

boundaries lead the way, we can reach communion at last. If we our willing to die 

to our own egos in favor of reaching another person, we will be participating in the 

resurrection. As Francis of Assisi once said, “Every day Jesus humbles Himself: 

[for] just as He did when [He went] from His heavenly throne into the Virgin's 
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womb; every day He comes to us and lets us see Him in lowliness, when He 

descends from the bosom of the Father into the hands of the priest at the altar.”  

 

 


