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Date :   24 September 2017 
Theme :   Love and Justice 

Preacher :   Rev Bernice Stott 
Readings :   1st Reading :  Phil 1:21-30 Psalm 105:1-6,37-45 Gospel :  Matthew 20:1-16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Jesus is tricky and God is undemocratic”, is the title of a South African Theology 

thesis in 2009. This parable of the workers in the vineyard is very problematic and 

could also be titled “Jesus is tricky and God is undemocratic”. This undemocratic 

God, the true landowner of the entire universe asks us: “Don’t I have a right to do 

what I want with my own money? Or are you envious because I am generous?” Put 

another way: Don’t I have a right to do what I want with my own justice or are you 

envious because I am generous?  

In Ezekiel 18:25 God has a conversation with Israel: “Yet you say, the way of the 

Lord is not just. Hear, O Israel: Is my way unjust? Is it not your ways that are 

unjust?” Most of us think of justice as punishment and we want retribution at all 

costs. As South Africans we are constantly trying to juggle equality, my claim to 

rights against your claim to your rights. Article 9.(1) in the Bill of Rights states that 

‘Everyone is equal before the law and has the right to equal protection and benefit 

of the law’. However equality is a difficult and deeply controversial social ideal. To 

keep it simple, this parable says God’s justice is based on love, God the true 

landowner of the universe operates by the standard of grace and not merit. 

We cannot earn God’s love nor do we deserve it, it is given to us for us to freely 

accept. That is it! Before Jesus arrived on the stage of history, the Jewish nation 

believed that their salvation was wholly dependent on themselves by obeying the 

law and doing good deeds which earned them a place in heaven.  
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Jesus was very tricky for them because he said it isn’t like that. They were very 

angry with him and politically manoeuvred his crucifixion. It is not so different from 

our situation here in KZN where anger, envy and greed underlie political killings 

and murders. This parable was taught to his disciples close to his death, when 

Jesus was going up to Jerusalem before he leaves them. He was intentionally 

pinning down the things that matter: God is a God of justice and love but love 

triumphs over merit and justice. We cannot earn God’s love nor do we deserve it, 

it is lavishly given to us for us to freely accept. That’s it! 

I have said this parable of the workers in the vineyard is a very problematic parable 

and it is a labour lawyer’s nightmare. It runs counter to humankind’s sense of 

fairness. Here the landowner does not have a regular crew of workers so he relies 

on seasonal labourers from the village. The first group of workers go out into the 

vineyard at sunrise, the next group at 9.00 am, the next at noon, the next at 3 pm 

and the last group at 5.00 pm. 

  Around sundown at 6.00 pm they are called together to be paid. The sunrise 

group has agreed with the landowner to be paid a denarius, which was then a 

generous wage for the day. The 5 pm group were the first to be paid and received 

a denarius after only 1 hours work. The other workers quickly calculated how many 

times more than 1 denarius they would be paid. To their astonishment and 

annoyance they all received the same. Understandably they were aggrieved by this 

apparent unfair labour practice and they began to grumble. The landowner insists 

that he is free to be equally generous with all the workers. He is sovereign over his 

own land and if he chooses to, he can give freely to all. There is no ground for 

complaint. “Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs to me? Or do 

you begrudge my generosity?” This is God’s challenge to us, grace stands justice on 

its head, “The last shall be first and the first shall be last.” 

 Justice was one of the four principal virtues of the ancient world. In the Old 

Testament the story of Moses receiving the law from God meant that the basis of 

justice was the will of God. In the twenty first century the quest for social justice 

has been a major ethical concern around the globe. When we speak of justice it is 

hardly distinguished from integrity or moral excellence. In the narrow sense of the 

word, justice is conformity to the law and the enforcement of justice means civil 

authorities must ensure that laws are obeyed, or their infringement is punished. 

This the reward /punishment model.  
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However beyond the law itself, is the notion of fairness or a balancing of rights and 

claims. That is why the traditional symbol of justice is a pair of scales. Justice also 

needs to change with changing circumstances. In an imperfect world justice needs 

to be maintained and enforced in the face of the constant threats of injustice. As 

Christians we need to uphold justice and exercise love above it. 

On Friday morning I experienced this upholding of justice and exercising 

compassion above it. I had cleared the morning to write my sermon, instead God 

decided to demonstrate it for me! The story is not about what I did but what 

Leonard and Leal did. At 8.30 am there was a frantic ringing of my door bell. It was 

Leonard Kotalana the gardener from the house opposite to us, he rang our 

doorbell because his employers were away. He was covered in blood, my 

immediate thought was that he had been stabbed. While on his way to work he 

was bitten by a dog which had escaped through a hole in the fence of its owner’s 

home. I tried to stem the blood by wrapping towels around his arm and rushed 

him up to Entabeni’s trauma and emergency unit. Agitated, the sister on duty 

asked “did the dog have its rabies vaccination up to date?” Four rabies injections 

for a man of Leonard’s weight amounted to R12, 000.00! The medical staff also 

believed the wound was deep and probably needed plastic surgery. The total 

estimated cost was R84, 000.00. I called Leonard’s employer, Leal, from the trauma 

unit to get advice and I offered to take him to a state hospital. On the way to 

Addington, we stopped at the house where the attack had happened. Rihaaz the 

owner of the dog was taken aback by Leonard state and his bursting into tears as 

he told the story of his ordeal. Rihaaz was able to give us the dog’s rabies 

vaccination certificate. I was tempted to ask him to take Leonard to hospital 

instead of me, I had a sermon to write! I could quickly see this was not going to 

work because in Leonard’s panic and pain he regarded Rihaaz as the enemy. 

Addington Hospital Trauma unit was able to tend to Leonard and through God’s 

grace we left with a tetanus injection, not the Rabies injections and a bag full of 

anti-biotics. It cost R65.00 instead of R85, 000.00. The point of the story is yet to 

come. The morning had gone and I had not yet written my sermon. In the 

meanwhile Rihaaz had asked me to tell him when Leonard had returned to the 

house. Leonard was so angry he had asked me to take him to the police station to 

open a case, later in the afternoon.  

During the afternoon Rihaaz visited Leonard and showed compassion for him and 

offered to pay for any damages. Later I went to collect Leonard to take him to the 

police station. Since Rihaaz’s visit, Leonard declared that as a Christian he needed 
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to forgive Rihaaz and not open a case. I phoned his employer Leal, who is also a 

Christian and he agreed with Leonard, not open a case. The sermon was 

demonstrated for me. Justice, mercy, forgiveness and love were weighed in on the 

scales and compassion and mercy triumphed. Yes it is a small story but the 

outcome was large, the victim forgave the perpetrator. Yes, Leal and Leonard have 

taken a risk because there could be repercussions. In the background was God’s 

voice saying “Don’t I have a right to do what I want with my generous love and 

mercy?” 

On National Heritage day I thought I would quote another man who understands 

God’s love, justice and mercy to be generous.  George Devenish is an Anglican 

Christian who was one of the “architects” or drafters of the new South African 

Constitution. In 1993 he was the head of Public law here at the University of Natal 

Durban, as it was then named. As I quote him, listen for God’s voice when George 

talks about the need for a genuinely compassionate South African society. “South 

Africans, having achieved a democratic system of government and 

constitutionalisation of human rights at a sublimely great cost, need to deepen 

these and extend their benefits to all the people of this land. Furthermore, our 

democracy and constitutional human rights need to be defended against the 

predations of those in the new body politic and society who prove to be power-

hungry, unscrupulous, uncaring and avaricious. Social integrity must triumph over 

political expediency and naked ambition; and a genuinely compassionate society 

needs to emerge. This is a formidable challenge for South Africa”. 

Being a compassionate person is a formidable challenge but remember God has a 

very deep love for each of us; and love is a supernatural ability that we get from 

God. In the power of his Spirit we are given grace and love. Love stands with justice 

but it goes beyond it. Amen 


