
Twenty Fifth Sunday in Ordinary Time Cycle A 

Gospel of St. Matthew 20: 1-16 

The Parable of the Merciful Landowner 

I worked throughout this past week preparing a homily for the weekend. Focusing on “mercy,” the 

original homily gathered some themes from other homilies given during the Jubilee Year of Mercy. But I was 

not particularly happy with the final outcome. As the weekend got closer, weather reports called for unusually 

hot temperatures. So I decided to forgo the homily written and opt for a brief homily, commenting on the 

parable itself and how it relates to our lives. The homily ending, giving people the opportunity to choose the 

standard of our own judgment before God was an afterthought. Yet, that proved to be the most powerful point 

of all and definitely got the people’s attention. Many expressed great appreciation following Mass. God does 

indeed move and work in mysterious ways! 

Like all parables, this one of the landowner hiring workers is mystifying and defies logic. After all, at 

first glance, the workers seem to have a strong point. They worked hard all day in the hot sun while those 

hired throughout the day, especially those hired at day’s end, obviously worked less. So why should they all be 

treated equal? Can we agree this is not fair? (At all Masses, this was indeed the congregation’s consensus).  

So if we agree this is not fair, what about “just”? Is the landowner’s decision “just”? This is a bit more 

complicated and open to argument. After all, he made agreements with workers hired at all hours of the day. 

At the end of the day, all workers seemingly held up their ends of the promises made to the landowner. And 

the landowner most certainly fulfilled all his promises. Workers were paid exactly what they were promised. 

So at least one level of justice was fulfilled. Other levels, perhaps not so much, so it is an open question.  

But, most assuredly, the landowner’s actions were “merciful” and that is the point of the parable. 

Remember, Jesus said, “The Kingdom of heaven is like…” Jesus is not recommending these practices for the 

workplace. Rather, he is using this story to reveal something about the Kingdom of Heaven, and how God 

relates to us.  I need to bear bad news telling you that “fairness” is not important in the Kingdom of Heaven. 

Fairness might be important in various aspects of our life here, but not so much in the Kingdom. “Justice” is 

important in the Kingdom of Heaven, but as important as that is, “mercy” is far more important and far more 

powerful. 

The landowner is merciful in at least two ways. First, he pays all the workers the “daily wage”. What is 

the “daily wage”? The “daily wage” is the amount needed to provide the basics for a family. Any worker 

making less than the daily wage will not be able to provide the basics and the family will suffer because of it. 

Therefore, the landowner, recognizing what workers’ families need, decides to pay all workers the “daily 

wage” regardless of how many hours they worked.  

Secondly, the landowner makes several visits to the areas these workers will be found. He has to get 

the workers into the vineyard in order to be merciful to them. So he spends the day aggressively seeking them 

out. He doesn’t want any excluded because they were not aware of the invitation to work the vineyard.  

This begins to reveal to us how God relates to us. First of all, God initiates the invitation to enter the 

Kingdom of Heaven. This in and of itself reveals mercy. God is not compelled by any reason other than God’s 

love (becoming desire) for all of us to enter the Kingdom. This means we all need mercy in order to enter the 

Kingdom. There is no other way for us to be with God unless God invites us. We cannot force our way in nor 

will God force us in. Neither can we earn our way into the Kingdom. It comes exclusively from God’s gratuitous 

welcome and invitation. God invites and we freely embrace the invitation. 



In addition, God relentlessly seeks us out and never gives up on us. That means that someone 

repenting with their final breath after living a life of total degradation and violence will receive the same 

reward of eternal life that all of us hope to have after a life-long commitment of working hard in the Kingdom. 

The all-day workers’ complaint, “You have made them equal to us”, stands true for repentant reprobates as 

for virtuous saints. Is this fair? Should God treat people differently by considering the amount of time they 

lived faithfully or unfaithfully to the gospel? (congregations were more quiet but a sense of unfairness 

prevails). 

Then let’s bring the parable home. Someday each of us will stand before God for judgment. We will 

stand alone before God with no spin doctor and no defense attorney. God’s love and our life of faithful love 

will stand before each other. Assume God has three standards of judging us and we get to choose the 

standard God will utilize. Assume the three standards for judging are “fairness”, “justice” or “mercy”. Which 

one will you choose?  

How many will choose “fairness”? (No hands bringing my comment, “Wow that seemed so important a 

few minutes ago!”) How many will choose “justice”? (again no hands raised bringing my comment, “My hand 

ain’t going up on that one either!”) How many will choose “mercy”? (all hands raised, bringing my comment, 

“Now we understand the parable!”) 


