
HOLY GENEROSITY: Making Lives More Whole 
 
 
A pastor explained to his congregation that the church was in need of some extra 
money, so he asked them to consider being more than generous.  He offered that 
whoever gave the most would be able to pick three hymns.  After the offering plates 
were passed about the church, the pastor glanced down and noticed that someone had 
graciously offered a $100 bill.  He was so excited that he immediately shared his joy with 
his congregation, and said he'd like to personally thank the person who placed the 
money in the plate.  A very quiet, elderly, saintly lady in the back of the church shyly 
raised her hand.  The pastor asked her to come to the front, so she slowly made her way 
towards him.  The pastor told her how wonderful it was that she gave so much and in 
thanks, he asked her to pick out three hymns.  Her eyes brightened as she looked over 
the congregation.  She pointed to the three most handsome men in the church and said, 
"I'll take him and him and him." 
 
The story of the Labourers in the Vineyard (Matthew 20:1-16), is a parable about the 
extravagant generosity of God and is one of the hardest parables of Jesus to wrap our 
minds around, not because we don’t get it, but because we don’t want to get it.  But, 
parables are all about helping us to see ourselves - our attitudes in a new way, about 
seeing the world in a new way, about seeing the kingdom of God with the spirit of God 
in it.  With the parable known as the Labourers in the Vineyard, once again Jesus is 
telling a story that has many layers and truths embedded in it, and is what many 
scholars refer to as parts story.  In other words, which person are you in this story?  
Which part do you play? 
 
Perhaps you feel like the workers in this story who are often chosen last --the last-
minute guys waiting around for someone to notice you.  Perhaps you have fallen on 
hard times and you have given up on yourself, on life.  You just haven’t found your place 
in the world.  Perhaps you have felt invisible and life seems to go on all around you and 
opportunities pass you by.  No one seems to have recognized your gifts and abilities, 
and so you have never recognized your own value or worth.  As a child, perhaps you 
tried to jump into the game of life, but somewhere along the line, too many people shut 
you down and told you that you couldn’t, so you just stopped trying.   
 
The issue with these folks who are last is that often they have become so discouraged in 
life, struggled with so many challenges, is that they have become too passive, too 
disheartened or afraid, or some would accuse, too lazy, to enter into the hard work of 
life and jump in.  The landowner asks, “Why aren’t you working?”  They explain, “No 
one has asked us.”  They haven’t been given the opportunity.  Many in the developing 
world feel like this, and many in our own society have not been given the same 
opportunities others have had until someone came along and gave them a hand up. 
 



Or perhaps you relate more to the first workers chosen.  I suspect that most of you feel 
like the first guys in the story -- you have always been hard working, productive, you 
have always strived to earn your own way, and it really ticks you off when the guys who 
seem lazy gets a free ride and ends up getting the same as you did.  Dang it all, it isn’t 
fair!  You deserved it and they don’t.  It’s the good old Protestant work ethic – work 
hard and you will be rewarded for your hard work.   
 
The issue with these workers, as Jesus’ story demonstrates, is that they often find 
themselves in the role of judge -- comparing themselves with the other guys and being 
envious of what seems an easier way.  They grow resentful because they have worked 
hard all their lives, played by all of society’s rules and worked hard to win approval.   
They measure their worth against their pay.  “If I just made $20 an hour, worked for 12 
hours and received $200, then the guy who worked for an hour should only make $20, 
not $200 an hour!  Right?” 
 
Most of our society is constructed on that basis, this thinking that money determines 
our worth, our value in the eyes of the world.  When Jesus told this story, he was 
speaking to a culture that was rooted in an agrarian market place.  Two percent of the 
population was wealthy landowners and the other 98% worked the land for a 
subsistence wage, barely able to feed their families.  Most of the 2% belonged to the 
Roman Empire, the occupying nation, with a few Jewish tax collectors working for the 
state and dipping in the pockets of their fellow Hebrews to skim off the top to make 
their lives a little easier and give themselves a little more.  If you made more money, 
you must be worth more.  It was an inequitable system that benefited a few at the 
expense of the many.  Jesus asks his listeners to address the inequities inherent in the 
system.  In this worldly economic system, he tells them you are last, but in the kingdom 
of God, the last become first.  Not only that, if God was in charge of this world, everyone 
would have what they needed.  The 98% would also have an abundant life, not just the 
2%.  Jesus turns the economic system on its head and levels the playing field.  
 
Our economic system is even more complex and skewed in its values than in Jesus’ time.  
Now it is the 1% who lives extravagantly and has more money than they know what to 
do with, while much of the world barely has enough to eat and many in our world are 
starving.  Just to put things in perspective and adjust this story to our context, we can 
see how really out of whack our economic system is even compared to Jesus’ time. 
 
Researching on the internet these are the figures: 

 Minimum wage in BC is $10.85/hr, $86/day, $21,500/yr (gross)  

 Wal-Mart worker/cashier makes $12/hr 

 Waitress makes $14/hr 

 Plumber makes $25/hr 

 Nurses, Managers, Ministers make $35/hr 

 Physicians/dentists/lawyers/politicians make $118/hr 



 Prime Minister, top professional athletes and entertainers make $500 /hr 
($1,000,000 yr) 

 Oprah Winfrey makes $10/sec, $600/min, $36,000/hr, $864,000/day, $25,920 
million a month,  ($311,000,000 year)  She has a net worth of 3.9 billion 

 Bill Gates has a net worth of $72 billion 

 33 Canadians made the Forbes 2016 Billionaire list 

 101 East Indians made the Forbes 2017 Billionaire’s list in India in one of the 
world’s poorest countries 

 In Malawi, which is rated the poorest country in the world, there are 15 self-
made billionaires, all of whom grew up in poverty 

 
There are gross inequities in our world based on distorted sense of value and worth.  
Jesus holds up a mirror to serious questions about how our world thinks: 

 Who decides whose work is of greater or lesser value and does that mean that 
the person who is paid less is of less worth than the person who makes more 
money?   

 What is the root of our problems - envy and begrudging resentment, selfishness 
and greed and a devastating lack of generosity in this world? 

 
Jesus overturns this kind of skewed thinking and challenges us to see things in new 
ways.  His story makes three invaluable points. 
 
First, in Jesus’ story we are to understand that God is the landowner and we are the 
workers.  None of us owns this land.  None of us owns this planet.  It all belongs to God 
and we are all workers in the kingdom.  We divide up the world in such a way that some 
get much, more than we need, and others get far less.  Many don’t even have enough to 
eat.  In Jesus’ parable, we see the inequity in the way we approach the world.  We have 
a distorted sense of fairness and we need to readjust the inequities in our systems.  Fair 
Trade is something that is making headway, but it needs to be monitored against people 
co-opting the label for marketing strategies.  
 
Secondly, Jesus’ points out that in the eyes of God, no one is more valuable to God than 
another.  The person who was lazy, afraid, or just woke up to life in the final hour, is just 
as valuable and beloved in the heart of God as the person who worked hard and did all 
the right things.  God’s love is not divided up according to the individual.  It is not based 
on how good we are, how hard working we are, how much we make, or how much 
schooling we do or don’t have.  Each living creature, the blade of grass to the human 
being, is just as beloved.  God loves the lazy as much as God loves the selfless worker.  
We are loved because that is the nature of God.  God understands and cherishes each 
creature and sees the whole of all of us.  That is hard to wrap our mind around.  That 
means that God loves Hitler with as much compassion and grace as God loves Mother 
Teresa.  Humans need to judge and evaluate and condemn, but God does not, and that 
is just beyond fair in our legalistic minds that loves to compartmentalize.  The Mayor of 



Parksville, the MLA, the richest family in Parksville, the people at Forward House, the 
people who come to Manna, and guy who sits outside Save-On Foods with a sign that 
says God Bless, are all equally loved of God. 
 
And that brings us to our final lesson of our story.  The problem with our world is not 
that we don’t have what we need.  Everybody in Jesus’ story receives a fair wage that 
can feed them and their families.  The issues that Jesus points out are stingy hearts, 
resentful hearts, envious hearts, begrudging hearts.  Jesus challenges us to live with 
generous hearts, not just fair hearts that assess and judge and dole out piece meal and 
says “YOU deserve this” and “YOU deserve that”.  Jesus invites us to live with the same 
generosity as the God who created us.  We are invited to live our lives with a spirit of 
great generosity and when we do, everyone is cherished, everyone is valued, and 
everyone has more than enough.  If all of us lived with more generous and open hearts, 
especially the people who have billions of dollars, everyone would have more than 
enough.  The question is not how much money do you have or don’t have, the question 
for God is, how open and generous is your heart?  If our hearts are more open and 
generous, our lives will be richer for it.  If we could be less self-interested, self-centered 
and live open-hearted, generous lives, this world would look more like the kingdom of 
heaven.  
 
I have discovered in my seven months at Knox United that this church is full of open-
hearted generous people.  There isn’t a stingy heart among you!  Because of your 
generosity, you raise people to new life every day.  You gave generously to the Refugee 
Fund, Special Appeals, the Organ Fund, to the United Church Mission and Service Fund 
which sponsors homeless shelters across Canada and University and hospital chaplains, 
schools and Emergency Relief to places around the world; to the Minister’s 
Discretionary Fund.  You live with generous and open hearts to a total of $109,000 in 
the last 11 months.  This is above operating costs. 
 
You are not just generous with your money, but with your lives you are generous.  Your 
generosity of spirit is raising lives all over the place.  For the: 

 hurting person who comes to Healing Pathways on a Tuesday or Friday and 
whose body, heart, mind and spirit leave feeling more uplifted and whole than 
when they walked in. 

 young mom who gets sick and calls the church and a compassionate member 
goes to her home and looks after her little one until her mom can fly into town  

 senior who is lonely and can’t pay their electric bill this month and so the church 
covers the bill and invites them to start coming to worship and find belonging. 

 person diagnosed with cancer who receives a visit from pastoral care and a 
prayer shawl is wrapped around them, reminding them that they are not alone, 
but loved of God.  

 youth who is far from home from another country is given an opportunity to 
meet a Canadian youth at youth group to call friend 



 person whose family is torn apart and finds hope and peace to the painful 
situation through their worship experience. 

 Greening Sacred Spaces team who reminds us to be more generous to the 
sustainability of the planet and our church purchases low flush toilets and lights 
that use less energy. 

 person struggling with depression comes to the new mental health support 
group and finds support from peers. 

 person who is overwhelmed by all the changes in life and is uplifted by the music 
of Knox and leaves this place with a hymn on their happier heart. 

 homeless person in Parksville who eagerly receives lunch in their belly because 
people have gathered on Friday mornings to make sandwiches for Manna. 

 family whose loved one passes and they find support and care extended through 
the Celebration of Life service and reception of the women in our church. 

 parent who receives support from our community in raising their non-binary, 
gender fluid child. 

 young couple who pull up in an RV wanting to create a new beginning for their 
lives who find help and support here.   

 
And on and on the stories go.  This church is raising lives all the time.  You are making a 
difference every day and changing lives for the better.  You are a wholeness centre for 
Oceanside.  Through you, a little bit of the kingdom of heaven is coming to the earth.  
You are not the begrudging first workers.  You have changed the ending to Jesus’ story.  
You are the first workers in Jesus’ story who have always worked hard for the kingdom 
of God and you don’t begrudge the last workers.  You celebrate with those who came 
last and share what you have with those who have less. You know you are God’s 
beloved and you are helping others to know that they are God’s beloved, too.   
 
Thank you for living your lives with generous hearts.  Now go and give and love some 
more. 
 
Amen. 


