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Series Title: Work Life 
Sermon Title: Unemployed or Undervalued 
Scripture Text: Matthew 20:1-16 
July 10, 2016 
 
Scripture Reading: Matthew 20:1-16 (NIV) 
“For the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner who went out early in the morning to 
hire workers for his vineyard. He agreed to pay them a denarius for the day and sent 
them into his vineyard. 

“About nine in the morning he went out and saw others standing in the marketplace 
doing nothing. He told them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard, and I will pay you 
whatever is right.’ So they went. 

“He went out again about noon and about three in the afternoon and did the same 
thing. About five in the afternoon he went out and found still others standing around. 
He asked them, ‘Why have you been standing here all day long doing nothing?’ 

“‘Because no one has hired us,’ they answered. 

“He said to them, ‘You also go and work in my vineyard.’ 

“When evening came, the owner of the vineyard said to his foreman, ‘Call the workers 
and pay them their wages, beginning with the last ones hired and going on to the first.’ 

“The workers who were hired about five in the afternoon came and each received a 
denarius. So when those came who were hired first, they expected to receive more. 
But each one of them also received a denarius. When they received it, they began to 
grumble against the landowner. ‘These who were hired last worked only one hour,’ 
they said, ‘and you have made them equal to us who have borne the burden of the 
work and the heat of the day.’ 

“But he answered one of them, ‘I am not being unfair to you, friend. Didn’t you agree to 
work for a denarius? Take your pay and go. I want to give the one who was hired last 
the same as I gave you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want with my own money? 
Or are you envious because I am generous?’ 

“So the last will be first, and the first will be last.” 
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Intro/Story: Climbing the Non-Profit Ladder 
I was three years into a new trajectory in my career, recently married, and climbing the 
ministry non-profit ladder, I know, real glamorous right?!  But as a 30 year old, I was on 
cloud nine!  My job sent me all around the upper midwest to build relationships in 
communities that had often been forgotten, to work in partnership with those who were 
creatively addressing the most pressing needs of their neighbors. I got to see real good 
being done in communities, I got to watch young people from around the country be 
transformed as they came to learn and serve alongside community members!  I 
couldn’t have imagined a better job for myself.  
 
My boss however, had been imagining a better job for me. Apparently, I was okay at 
what I did, and so when they decided to restructure the organization, creating a new 
layer of leadership, my boss called me into his office and asked me to fill a brand new 
role managing the people who did what I was doing. Not only that, but I was invited to 
help shape the overall mission for the entire organization, across all of North America!  I 
was speechless. I thought maybe they were going to tell me that I was getting a new 
boss. Instead, they asked if I wanted to be the new boss!  
 
Fast-forward two years, and I’m having breakfast with my boss, the COO of the 
organization, saying “I’m sorry but, I don’t think I can do this another year. I’ve tried to 
make it work, to make it a fit, but most days, I just don’t like my job, it’s not me.” It 
wasn’t the pay, that was actually really good. It wasn’t the hours or the travel, I had 
gotten used to that. Rather, it was the deep disconnect between what the role 
required, and how I was wired. I am a people person, and an ideas guy, and yet, I 
spent more than 80% of my time managing systems and weeding through evaluations 
and putting out fires, it was exhausting. 
 
So, I quit.  Not right away, we agreed on a transition date that would give the 
organization some time to replace me and myself some time to discern what was next. 
I fully expected the next chapter to require some work, some level of growth and an 
element of faith.  What I didn’t expect was that “next chapter” would entail being 
overlooked for two different jobs that I was more than qualified for, having a close 
friend question the vocational path that I was feeling drawn to, and spiraling into near 
depression and identity confusion as I took on a part time job as a Starbucks Barista 
just to retain health care benefits as Jenni and I were expecting our first child.  
 
Transition: This morning we continue in a teaching series entitled, “Work Life” where 
we’ve been exploring how identity is formed as we navigate the intersection of work, 
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career and calling or vocation. Today, we explore the difficult experience of having 
been unemployed or undervalued in our work.  
 
Continue Story: My 9 month stint at Starbucks was really just the front door into what 
became a more than 2 year journey of fumbling in the dark… from Starbucks to a 
teaching job, to being laid off from that teaching job.  It was a dark time for me, full of 
fear and self doubt, anger about my circumstances, and anxiety about the future. I felt 
like I was wandering, simultaneously searching for my calling and struggling to find my 
identity outside of the framework of my career.  Something had shifted in me.  
 
In my young adult working life, I was an idealist, I believed in myself, in my own abilities 
to contribute, but I also believed that my work was ultimately bigger than myself. I 
believed that honesty and hard work was most often rewarded, and that if I acted in 
faith, God would provide. Then I found myself unemployed, scrambling for work and 
terrified of the future. And the reality is that God did provide, but it didn’t come without 
a lot of fear and doubt, and the humbling revelation that actually, much of my identity 
was wrapped around what I did for a job, which proved to be disturbingly insufficient 
when my career path started to unravel.  
  
Transition: For those of us who have been formed in the modern American economy, 
there’s nothing like a season of unemployment or underemployment to chip away and 
dismantle our sense of identity and worth.  
 
It’s important to remember that meaningful, gainful employment in the form of a career 
is actually not a given in this world. We come at the conversation from a place of 
relative privilege.  Nonetheless, for those of us who have had the opportunity to work, 
to follow a career path, to somehow contribute and reap the benefits of living in one of 
the wealthiest economies in the world, when we suddenly find ourselves unemployed, 
or underemployed, whatever the reason, the experience can be entirely disorienting.  
 
Question: Why does it shake so many of us to the core?  What does it say about how 
we value work?  

● Not surprising… What are the two questions we tend to ask people when we 
first meet them? Who are you? What do you do? Isn’t it interesting that we’ve so 
deeply connected our being to our doing? Created to co-create.  The word 
“avodah” in Hebrew can actually be translated both as “work” and “worship”. I 
think there is actually something healthy there, that it might not be all bad.  

● We assign value to our work! We identify by what we do. The problem comes 
when we don’t value all work equally, and inevitably, that disparity of value 
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becomes a disparity in how we value and identify one another, even ourselves. 
Something has gone wrong when we begin to measure the value of our doing in 
a way that devalues our being.  

 
And we see this distortion all over our world in regards to employment, productivity 
and compensation. A few examples: 

● According to a study by Economic Policy Institute: Income inequality at an 
all-time high: 

○ From 1978 to 2014, inflation-adjusted CEO compensation increased 997 
percent, a rise almost double stock market growth and substantially 
greater than the painfully slow 10.9 percent growth in a typical worker’s 
annual compensation over the same period. 

○ The CEO-to-worker compensation ratio, 20-to-1 in 1965, peaked at 
376-to-1 in 2000 and was 303-to-1 in 2014, far higher than in the 1960s, 
1970s, 1980s, or 1990s.  1

● Living Wage argument here in Minneapolis: 
○ $9 minimum wage, (higher than the current federal minimum wage: $7.25) 

which comes out to $18,000 per year if you work full-time before taxes.  
○ Just over a week ago, supporters of a $15 minimum wage brought a 

petition with over 20,000 signatures to MPLS City Hall to get it on the 
2016 ballot.   That’s $30,000 per year if working full time before taxes.  2

● Conversations the other week with people experiencing homelessness at the 
Dignity Center, some of whom have been guests at our shelter. Many are 
working. Yet, because of various challenges, one of which is low wages, they 
cannot find housing that is affordable.  

 
Transition: That’s our system, our economy, for better or for worse. Many would argue 
that it is the best we’ve got, the lesser of evils when it comes to economics.  And in 
some ways, I don’t disagree.  I certainly think it can and should be reformed to 
promote greater equity, but there are worse systems out there for sure. And I wonder if 
it wouldn’t be a mistake to think that by simply changing the system, we somehow 
solve the problem.  In fact, I wonder if the bigger problem isn’t that we too often put 
too much trust in the system, and so neglect the deeper questions of human value and 
dignity that all of us are called to wrestle with!  

1 
http://www.epi.org/publication/topceosmake300timesmorethanworkerspaygrowthsurpassesmarketg
ainsandtherestofthe01percent/ 
2 
https://www.minnpost.com/glean/2016/06/15minimumwagesupportersclaimenoughsignaturesputissue
minneapolisballot 
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Turn toward scripture text:  
In our scripture reading, Jesus tells a parable of workers in a vineyard... (retell the 
parable while noting the following points):  

1. I find it interesting that there is already an economy at play in the story.  There is 
a landowner, there are day workers, there is an agreed upon daily wage, etc… 

2. There is also a lack of opportunity already present. Why else are there workers 
still in the marketplace late in the day?  

3. Notice the land-owner tells the later workers that he will pay them “whatever is 
right”. This opens the question about what is right, giving Jesus the opportunity 
to reframe value in regards to work. 

4. Notice that all are invited to work, to contribute. 
5. When it comes time for all to be paid, it’s interesting that the landowner tells the 

foreman to begin with the ones who were hired last. Couldn’t the landowner 
have avoided the grumbling had he simply paid first those who were hired first? 
There is a reversal happening here!  

6. The workers who were hired first complain on the basis of equality. But notice 
how the landowner responds… 

 
When they received it, they began to grumble against the landowner. ‘These 
who were hired last worked only one hour,’ they said, ‘and you have made them 
equal to us who have borne the burden of the work and the heat of the day.’ 
“But he answered one of them, ‘I am not being unfair to you, friend. Didn’t you 
agree to work for a denarius? Take your pay and go. I want to give the one who 
was hired last the same as I gave you. Don’t I have the right to do what I want 
with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?’ “So the last 
will be first, and the first will be last.”  Matthew 20:11-16 (NIV) 

 
Two economies at play… Our economy vs. God’s economy  

● Prioritize participation, dignity, and equity (different from equality… not about 
everyone having the same, vineyard owner clearly had more resources than the 
workers, but everyone having the opportunity to participate).  

● Desire that everyone should have enough. The reality is, even with 7 billion 
people on the planet, there is enough! It's never been an issue of “enough”, 
though we like to paint in terms of scarcity and excess. Power and access are 
more often the real challenge, not scarcity.  

● Here, the distance between what is expected and what is given is not fairness, 
rather, it's generosity! 
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● What if our work lives, which are often motivated by scarcity, were transformed 
by God’s generosity? What if we were able to live out of that deep, abiding 
sense of belovedness such that no matter our job status, whether employed, or 
unemployed, undervalued or overvalued, Barista or Brain Surgeon, we were to 
enjoy the fruit of our labor?  

 
Conclusion: Like the workers in the vineyard, we are all invited to participate, to 
contribute in God’s economy.  However, our human systems will never realign our 
values for us. Realignment begins in our hearts, when we begin to find our identity and 
our value first as God’s beloved. 
  
Until we see ourselves through the lens of our inherent value and dignity as God’s 
beloved, we will continually allow ourselves and others to fall victim of the 
measurements of our human economies that devalue, undignify, and dehumanize us. 
But when our identities are bigger that what we do, whatever we do becomes 
somehow meaningful, even sacred, and we find new appreciation and value in the 
work of others, such that we would fight for them to enjoy the fruits of their labor, for 
everyone to have enough.  
 
Thank God that the kingdom of heaven is like a landowner, who went out early to find 
workers for his vineyard... May we all be found in that kingdom, in God’s generous 
economy!  
 
Pray 
Benediction 
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