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This is my favorite parable. Hands down. At least it is right now. I 
suppose the prodigal son is pretty high up there too, but I really love how 
Jesus describes the kingdom of heaven in this story about a landowner and 
his laborers. It’s a beautiful analogy of life in the kingdom and what it means 
to follow. 

We should pay a little attention to what was happening between Jesus 
and the disciples. He was in the middle of making a point to the disciples 
about why the rich young man was going to struggle to get into the kingdom of 
heaven. The man didn’t want to give up ownership of all he had so that he 
could follow Jesus.  

Jesus emphasized how hard it is to enter the kingdom but do not fear, 
because “for God all things are possible.” Peter, always one to come close to 
figuring it out proclaims that the disciples have given up everything already 
and Jesus applauds their sacrifice, but adds, “But many who are first will be 
last, and the last will be first…For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner 
who went out early in the morning to hire laborers for his vineyard…” 

In context, this is a story about what it means to follow Jesus, what it 
means to be a laborer in God’s vineyard, what it means to be first or last in the 
kingdom of heaven. 

And we don’t often get that right. Not only is getting to God impossible 
for us, it’s also often impossible to really understand how the kingdom works, 
how grace works. In that regard, we almost always end up living our lives like 
the first workers – the ones who can’t accept that everyone is equal in the 
kingdom.  

As I so often do, when I’m reading a parable, I spend time in 
conversation (through reading) with Father Robert Farrer Capon, an Episcopal 
priest. As is usually the case, I am reminded of how radical these stories are 
meant to be. Jesus is changing lives, changing the whole nature of the world, 



changing our relationship with God in these stories, and by his very presence 
in the world.  

We cannot grasp how radical they are until we stop trying to be the ones 
in charge of salvation – our own or everybody else’s. Look at the first workers. 
They were offered a fair wage – and for the sake of clarity, we’ll leave the 
societal economic implications of this parable alone for today and stick to it 
as a parable about salvation…which it is. The first workers were accepted by 
the landowner for who they were, and they were compensated fairly and 
appropriately. They grumbled, they got angry, they complained because the 
landowner made less “accomplished or qualified” workers equal to them. 
Their own judgment, their own standards, their own brokenness stood in the 
way of recognizing what was actually happening.  

This parable is overflowing with good news because everybody – 
everybody – is a part of the kingdom. Everybody is saved by grace no matter 
how little or how much they have done.  

We, broken people that we are, don’t like that. We don’t easily accept 
that people will be saved by God without truly earning it. It’s hard for us to 
imagine that God would truly ask nothing of us before claiming us and loving 
us through all eternity. But that’s exactly what God does.  

Hell is not realizing it and continuing to try to fight your way into that 
love. Or telling others they’re not included.  

My other conversation partner this week is my wife’s poignant, slightly 
snarky (who’d have guessed), and quite simple summary of what God’s grace 
means. “We’re broken. God loves us anyway. Let’s go have a beer.” Also, 
funny because she doesn’t drink beer. It isn’t to say that what we do doesn’t 
matter at all, it simply doesn’t matter to whether God loves us. We can work 
all day in the vineyard and we’re still not going to get any further ahead in 
God’s kingdom than someone who only shows up for an hour. It’s not about 
what we do. It’s about what God has done for us and for the world. Everybody 
is in. Everybody is “paid.” Everybody is loved. 



What we do with that truth is what the world needs from us. We don’t 
tell the world about God’s love so God will love us more. We don’t care for our 
neighbor so that God will give us a better place in the kingdom. We respond to 
God’s love by showing it to the world. By living it out.  

When we forget our place in the kingdom, when we forget that everyone 
else is there with us, we grumble and complain and miss out on what God is 
doing in the first place. 

I want to close with a rather long quote from Father Capon who 
ironically turns to beer as well as he concludes his commentary on this 
parable. He writes,  

One last comment. Just before Jesus launches into the payout 
sequence in this parable, he says, “opsías dé genoménēs, when it was 
evening, the lord of the vineyard said to his steward….” I have an image for 
that. On Shelter Island, where I used to live, there is an odd local custom. 
Every Friday evening, at exactly five minutes of five, the fire siren goes off. For 
years, I wondered about it. What was the point? They tested the siren every 
day at noon, so it couldn’t be that. I even asked around, but nobody seemed 
to know a thing about it. Then one day it finally dawned on me: rather than run 
the risk that the festivity of the rural weekend be delayed even one minute 
beyond the drudgery of the working week, some gracious soul had decided to 
proclaim the party from the top of the firehouse — the 4:55 siren was the 
drinking siren. Miller Time on Shelter Island.  

Opsías dé genoménēs. Heaven is Miller Time. Heaven is the party in the 
streaming sunlight of the world’s final afternoon. Heaven is when all the 
rednecks, and all the wood-butchers, and all the plumbers who never showed 
up — all the losers who never got anything right and all the winners who just 
gave up on winning — simply waltz up to the bar of judgment with full pay 
envelopes and get down to the serious drinking that makes the new creation 
go round. It is a bash that has happened, that insists upon happening, and 



that is happening now — and by the sweetness of its cassation, it drowns out 
all the party poopers in the world.  

Heaven, in short, is fun. And if you don’t like that, Buster [which is 
Capon’s interpretation of “friend”], you can just go to … well, you’ll have to 
use your imagination. You’ll need it: this is the only bar in town. 

We’re broken – all of us. God loves us anyway – all of us. Let’s go have a 
beer. Amen. 

 


