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Over Labor Day weekend, we got together with our daughters and sons in law 

and they drew me into playing a game called “Billion Road.” It’s sort of a mix 

between Monopoly and Pokémon, where you travel around for 3 years trying to 

earn more money than everyone else. The game says “Brains, Bravado, Lucky 

Breaks! The roll of the dice and random events decide your fate.” When you are 
winning the music gets snappier and when you are losing it gets downright 

depressing. You can buy property investments to pay off over time; and collect 

items that might help you. You encounter monsters who ruin everything. Or 
gather helpers.   

But you can also reject helpers or discard them when they have run out of 
energy or usefulness and aren’t worth it compared to others. What happens to 
those rejected helpers?   

The game doesn’t seem to care.   
  

In the gospel, Jesus’ tells of the workers in the marketplace. The harvest in the 

vineyard is plentiful and the owner needs workers. Throughout the day more 
and more are hired. But, late in the day, there are still helpers who have been 

idled. Notice I did not say they “are idle.” That suggests they are lazy, or just 

don’t want to work. Many of us were raised on the Protestant work ethic, but 

that view sees and assesses people for whether they aid or are a drain on the 
economy and asks, “Why should idle people benefit from other’s hard work?”  

Let’s reframe that.  
  

The workers were idled. “Why are you still in the marketplace, idled?” No one 

hired them. They weren’t given a chance. Time after time a search for more 

workers took place that day but no one hired them. Imagine how that would 
erode your dignity, all day hoping the next person would see your worth. You 

hear footsteps and you pick up your head. The next person could help you 
survive.   

 

Surely someone in the vineyard wants them? Imagine being there all the way 

into the evening, as hopes fade with the sun and your head gets heavier and 
heavier. You’d feel worthless. The marketplace can be cruel when the mindset 

is about who is worth it and having to prove oneself. The movement of the 
parable is from the marketplace to the vineyard.   

 

The vineyard is “code” for God’s kingdom. Who should share in the abundance? 

In the vineyard, it’s everyone! There is plenty for everyone-a share in the 
harvest, dignity and space. Because the kingdom of God isn’t using a 
worthiness scale.   

 



When I picture those workers not chosen I wonder if any of them were living 

with a disability. Maybe they had a vision problem, or a physical challenge, 

maybe they took longer to learn. Maybe they didn’t look valuable. Over time 
maybe they begin to believe perhaps they are not the same. There are mental 

and emotional consequences but also very real ones- how will they survive, 

much less thrive? Thankfully, Jesus is not telling a tale that ends there. AS the 

parable moves from the marketplace to the vineyard, it moves us into the 
kingdom in a tale of value and worth and dignity for all. SO what’s up with the 
other grumpy workers?  

  

They fall into the trap of thinking that these latecomers don’t deserve much, 
and that somehow they will lose if others win. They are not able to see that 

they have gotten exactly the chance they hoped for. We don’t even know if 
they worked hard all day or were just there. There is nothing in the story to 

suggest that the early workers would have gotten more if everyone else had 

been kept out. The “look how hard I worked” workers complain about being in 

the heat all day, unable to see that those who sat in the marketplace waiting all 
day, labored with a different weight but under the same sun. These workers in 

the field had a disability- unable to see that those who were idled are 

imagining not just not dinner, but no life. The workers who seemed to power 
through were living with a disability.  
  

Notice up until now I have not used the word “Handicapped.” The marketplace 

glorifies self-sufficiency and equates independence with value. “Handicapped” 

sees and regards someone living with a disability as lesser, and that needing 

one another is to be avoided. 1 That’s not the gospel at all.  Jesus’ parable 
teaches we all have worth, and we need each other. Living with disabilities yet 
transformed. Human beings are part of a world of a variety of abilities and 

skills, impairments and disabilities. Disabilities show up at birth, or with age. 

Or for veterans who return home, and those affected by accidents. Most people 

assume they will never become impaired or live with some disability, when in 
fact we will and do. Glasses, hearings aids, walker, a need to be close to a 
bathroom. You get the picture.   

There is another struggle we all face- how we imagine standing before God.   

Chances are if we feel insecure about our own worth, we become disabled- 

unable to see our siblings as children of the same Creator and Sustainer who 

have worth. Instead we get nervous about if we will make the cut and so we 
cut out others.  
  

Our loving God wants us all to find freedoms in relationships and in community, 

in ways that are intangibles like dignity, and tangibles, like being actually 

provided for beyond platitudes. Jesus wants to transform all the disabilities we 

live with, to transform our vision from guided by the marketplace to the 
vineyard as Jesus is calling us into an economy of grace.  
  

                                                             
1 2010 ELCA social message, “People Living with Disabilities.”  

See https://elca.org/Faith/Faith-and-Society/Social-Messages/People-Living-with-Disabilities 



One of the places I have experienced this so clearly is living amidst our 

“Disciples Together” group as we try to live in all of the joys and complexities 

of what disables us and enables us. One of my fellow disciples has a hard time 
speaking loud enough to be heard. I have watched as his co-workers at Good 

Day Cafe lovingly helped him find his voice. One night on our Zoom meeting, 

his voice gave us our blessing. With sparkling eyes, he, and we, experienced a 
harvest of joy. Living with disabilities, yet transformed.  
  

The vineyard owner takes responsibility to make participation in harvest 

possible, fully and freely and in all aspects for everyone together, sending 
helpers to find more helpers.  

Let’s be honest- do we really want to live in a world where we wait all day, day 

after day, hoping to be seen and included?  
I think we want a world where someone looks at us and says, “Come!”   
  

Our calling is to look around and ask as Jesus does, “Why are things like they 

are?” and then work to eliminate what prevents others from meaningful 
employment and community, traps them in cycles of poverty, starves them of 

caregivers or education. Though we have come far, the day is not done in the 

vineyard. This pandemic time has made that clear as many services are on the 

chopping block. Every person’s dignity is a gift from God. It is in our individual 

relationships and families but also larger community that we exercise and 
experience this. Mutual recognition, celebrates being created in God’s image 
and with gifts to share in any moment.   
  

In Christ we are given the joyful reassurance that we all have a relationship 
with a God who loves each and all despite our disabilities, sins and limits. A 

God who calls us into the vineyard to live joyfully together. The harvest is 

plentiful- we don’t have to do it alone, and we don’t have to do everything. 

Instead may we see that we are given the gift and joy of living together- 
abilities, questions, complexities and all.  
Amen  

 


