
25th Sunday 
St. Matthew 20: 1-16 

“Nothing Fair about Mercy” 

My nephew is an outstanding young man. His intellect is exceeded only by his heart of 
integrity and care for other people. But when he was younger the phrase heard most 
often from him was, “It’s not fair. It’s just not fair!” Usually it meant his sister was 
getting something he now also wanted but it just wasn’t his turn. 

The workers in the vineyard have a complaint and they are expressing the same 
sentiment as my nephew in his younger days. And the workers who hired out early in 
the morning have a strong case. They worked all day long in the hot sun, probably 
back breaking work. Yet, at the end of the day, they get no more than those workers 
hired at the last minute. 

The workers are correct. It just isn’t fair. But the vineyard owner isn’t particularly 
concerned about fairness. Rather his greater concern is for the workers being able to 
support their families regardless of how much they worked. The “daily wage” 
(mentioned throughout the parable) is what will feed their families. This is a parable 
about the mercy of God. Every one of us needs mercy for salvation. No one is saved 
without mercy. God wants everyone to receive mercy just as the vineyard owner 
wanted everyone to have a daily wage to support their families. 

Mercy is not fair and not just.  If we want fairness and only justice, might want to 
consider joining another religion, but not Christian and certainly not Catholic. Mercy 
is at once the most endearing and the most maddening attribute of God. Mercy is 
endearing when we receive it. Mercy is often maddening when someone else receives it, 
especially someone we are convinced shouldn’t get it. 

St. Matthew’s Gospel focuses on mercy as a central theme of the entire gospel. St. 
Matthew uses the image of the Jesus’ heart to emphasis his compassion. Jesus heart 
was “moved with pity” at the sight of the crowds. There are at least four direct 
references to Jesus’ compassionate heart as a source of divine mercy. 

Whenever Jesus was confronted with human suffering and sinfulness, his first 
response was not to think it through, apply logic, or rationalize within a particular 
philosophical system of understanding. Rather St. Matthew tells us, “his heart was 
moved with pity for them”. Jesus led with his heart. When his heart was moved, he 
responded with an outpouring of love and compassion. Everything else about him 
focused on what his heart had already decided. 

Love was his first response. In many ways, love is his only response to human 
suffering and the gaping wounds of the human condition. When the Lord looks at 
people with compassion, it is not a single moment of feeling sorry for us from a 

distance. Rather compassion is how Jesus looks at all of us all the time. It moves him 
to draw close to us and dwell within us in a solidarity of life and love. 

Compassion is the foundation of mercy. Mercy does not negate justice, but moves 
beyond justice. Mercy does not minimize or explain sin away. Mercy acknowledges sin 
and evil and the dark powers that corrupt and divide us. Mercy forgives sin, heals 
corruption and restores broken relationships. Mercy extinguishes evil’s dark powers. 
In compassion, the Lord is more moved by what sin does within us when we sin, than 
being personally offended by our sin. 

Mercy is also the first characteristic God reveals of his nature. From The Book of 
Exodus in the Old Testament, Moses experienced a God of compassion at the burning 



bush. God was moved and disturbed that his Chosen People were exploited and 
enslaved. “I have witnessed the affliction of my people in Egypt and heard their cry of 
complaint against their slave drivers, so I know well what they are suffering. Therefore 
I have come down to rescue them…” God is moved by compassion witnessing 
suffering. God responds in mercy by coming to rescue them. 

The parable of the vineyard owner also presents God moved by our suffering. The 
vineyard owner comes back to the marketplace throughout the day looking for workers 
to whom he can give the daily wage. At the end of the day, the owner still hires 
laborers fully aware their work will be brief. But he seeks them out, hires them and 
gives them the daily wage so they can provide for their families. 

The Lord comes after us countless times in our lives, but most often in the darkest 
times of sin and suffering. St. Ambrose wrote these words, “When does God the Son 
most often knock at your door? When his head is covered with the dew of night. He 
visits in love those in trouble and temptation to save them from being overwhelmed by 
their trials. His head is covered in dew or moisture when those who are His body are 
in distress. That is when you must keep watch…” 

Just as Jesus leads with his heart, so the Lord wants his church to also lead with the 
heart. But not just any heart, but always with Jesus’ own heart now pulsating in the 
church’s life. 

Our heart must pulse with compassion for one another and for all.  The world’s gaping 
wounds must move us with compassion and then respond with mercy. The Church 
Fathers taught consistently that God’s mercy comes to us in the forgiveness of our 
sins. In response to God, we share mercy in our care for the poor, destitute, 
abandoned, and sick. 

“The Lord of all asks for mercy and not sacrifice, and mercy is greater than myriads of 
fattened lambs. Let us then show him mercy in the persons of the poor and those who 
today are lying on the ground, so that when we leave this world, they may receive us 
into the everlasting dwelling places, in Christ our Lord himself, to whom be glory for 
ever and ever. Amen.” St. Gregory of Nazianzen (Circa 350 AD in the East). 

“When God gives, we wish to receive, but when God begs, we refuse to give… When the 
poor are starving, Christ too hungers. In this life, God feels cold and hunger in all 
stricken with poverty…Human mercy has compassion on the miseries of the 
poor…Divine mercy grants forgiveness of sins.” St. Caesarius of Arles 470-542, Bishop 
of Arles in Gaul (now France) 

“No act of devotion on the part of the faithful gives God more pleasure that that which 
is lavished on his poor. Where he finds charity with its loving concern, there he 
recognizes the reflection of his own fatherly care.” Pope St. Leo the Great 

That is why the Catholic Church refers to the great actions on behalf of the poor 
(feeding the hungry, clothing the naked, caring for the sick, visiting those in prison, 
welcoming the stranger) as the “corporal works of mercy”. These are merciful works 
affecting the physical bodily aspects of our humanity. 

The corporal works of mercy are some of the most powerful tools of evangelization. The 
corporal works of mercy proclaim the dignity of only one human condition alive in 
every person without exception. 

The corporal works of mercy proclaim that even if we are trapped in a pit that we 
ourselves dug, there is always hope. The corporal works of mercy proclaim that God 



does not point the finger of shame as we lie trapped in the pit. Rather, the corporal 
works of mercy proclaim instead, God comes down into the pit with us and from there 
leads us out. This is the mystery of the Incarnation, the Word made flesh. Not a 
pointed finger of shame, but instead an extended hand of solidarity. 

These works cannot be a momentary action or an occasional work. As the vineyard 
owner went continually to the marketplace, as God was moved by the suffering of the 
enslaved Hebrews, as God embraced the same human nature we share, so we must 
imitate this God with works of mercy at the center of our lives. 

Pope Francis, “God's mercy can make even the driest land become a garden, can 
restore life to dry bones (cf. Ez 37:1-14). ... Let us be renewed by God's mercy, let us 
be loved by Jesus, let us enable the power of his love to transform our lives too; and 
let us become agents of this mercy, channels through which God can water the earth, 
protect all creation and make justice and peace flourish.” 

 


