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Scripture: Matthew 20:1-16

l. The Birth of Envy

In my experience, the Parable of the Vineyard Workers is not difficult to interpret. It is difficult to
accept.

Jesus tells a story about a vineyard owner who hires laborers at dawn for a denarius — a fair
day’s wage for a common laborer. Then she goes back at nine, at noon, at three, and even at
five o’clock — just one hour before quitting time — and hires more.

At the end of the day? She pays them all the same. The ones who worked twelve hours receive
the same wage as the ones who worked one.

It isn’t hard to understand. It is hard to swallow. Something inside us says: That’s not fair.
Before we rush to defend the early workers, let’s step into the sandals of those hired last.

Day laborers in the first century were among the most economically vulnerable people in
society. If you did not work that day, your family did not eat the next. Some would even pawn
their cloaks — the garment that kept them warm at night — for food money, hoping to
redeem it at day’s end.

Imagine standing in the square all day long. Watching others get chosen. Watching your hope
shrink.

Then, at five o’clock — just one hour before the day ends — someone hires you. You work
briefly, already bracing yourself for humiliation, already calculating how little you’ll be paid. Yet,
the owner presses a full day’s wage into your hand.

Your children will eat. Your cloak will come home. You will sleep warm. For the late worker,
this is not injustice. It is mercy.

But for the early worker? It is an insult. Not because their wage changed or their agreement
was broken, but because comparison entered the story. They were content... until they

compared. That is the moment envy is born.

Il. Envy and the “Deep Story”



We see the same pattern today.

Sociologist Arlie Russell Hochschild spent years listening to working-class communities in
Louisiana. She described what she heard as a “deep story.” In that story, people imagine
themselves standing in a long line for the American Dream.

They’ve worked hard. They’ve followed the rules. They’ve waited patiently. Then they look up
— and someone appears to cut ahead.

Immigrants. Minorities. Women. Environmental advocates.

Whether the facts support that perception or not, the emotion is powerful. “That’s not fair.”
“I've been waiting.” “They’re getting ahead while | fall behind.”

That’s the vineyard.

Hochschild describes the feeling. Mechele Dickerson helps explain the backdrop. In her recent
book, The Middle Class New Deal, she reminds us that the American middle class didn’t happen
by accident. It was built — deliberately — through policies after the Great Depression: labor
protections, housing access, educational investment, consumer safeguards.

Over the last forty years, many of those protections have thinned. Wages flattened. Security
frayed. Wealth concentrated upward. She calls it a “trickle-up” economy.

The instability people feel is real. But here is the deeper distortion: instead of looking upward at
concentrated power, many have been nudged to look sideways — at other workers, just as
they did in the parable. When wealth concentrates at the top, attention is often redirected
toward those closest at hand. Envy burns brightest close in.

If we’re honest, we know this instinct. Studies show most of us would rather earn $100,000 in
a community where others earn $75,000 than earn $125,000 where others earn $150,000.

Objectively richer, but relatively poorer. Relative status wins.

As Thomas Aquinas put it centuries ago: “Envy is sorrow at another’s good.” Envy is not about
survival. It is about standing.

l1l. My Struggle with Envy

| know something of how terrible envy feels. It’s not the greatest sin | struggle with, but that’s
not to say it hasn’t walloped me once in awhile.

For instance, in 2011, evangelical pastor Rob Bell published Love Wins. You may remember me
speaking favorably of the book before. Because in it, he dared to question traditional ideas
about heaven and hell and proclaimed that God’s love is wider than we have dared imagine —
that reconciliation, not damnation, is God’s final word.



What you likely didn’t know is that, when the book was released, | was angry. Not mildly
irritated. Angry. Of course, not because | disagreed with him. | couldn’t have agreed more.

Why then? Because for decades before the thought had probably ever occurred to Rob Bell or
his evangelical friends, | had preached about the wideness of God’s mercy. | staked my ministry
on this conviction. | had written about it. Walked across the country proclaiming it. | had not
quietly nurtured this vision, but had publicly championed it.

When Bell said something similar, the spotlight exploded—national interviews, viral debates, a
tidal wave of attention. Something inside me tightened. It wasn’t about recognition. It wasn’t
about money. It was far deeper than that.

You know the story of Cain and Abel? Both bring offerings. Both labor in the field. Yet,
somehow, Cain perceives that Abel’s offering catches fire, and his does not.

Incidentally, the text never says God announced a preference. Cain seems to infer it. He sees
the smoke rise differently. He sees his brother prosper. He draws a conclusion.

God never said to me, “Rob Bell’s offering is greater than yours.” That’s just what it felt like. |
had worked hard. | had risked much for this conviction. Now, his words were carrying a power
mine had not.

You know, the thing about feelings is that they don’t ask if they’re rational or not. They don’t
ask if they’re appropriate. They just feel. And mine just burned.

| realized Aquinas was right when he called envy “sorrow over another’s good.” Even more ot
the point might be British cleric Caleb Colton, who compared envy to a scorpion surrounded
by the fire of another’s prosperity — stinging itself to death. | was that scorpion, stinging myself
over the brightness Rob Bell’s prosperity.

Joseph Epstein once observed that, of the seven deadly sins, Envy alone is no fun at all. Lust may
titillate for a time. Anger may intoxicate. But lust is just pure poison. It goes right to the bone.
And it distorts how you see your neighbor. It even distorts how you see God.

At its root, envy is a quiet suspicion that God’s generosity is limited — that if grace burns
brightly for someone else, there will be less left for me.

That’s when the Parable of the Vineyard Workers confronted me. | remembered that | had
been laboring in the field a long time. | could almost hear the vineyard owner ask: “Eric, are you
envious because | am generous?”

Through Bell’s evangelical platform, people who would never step inside a progressive church
were hearing — maybe for the first time — that the God of Jesus is not a tyrant, but Love
beyond imagination. Grace was spreading. | was hurt that God seemed to be breathing more
on his words than on mine. “Eric, are you envious because | am generous?”



That question stopped me. The vineyard was bigger than my row. The fire on the offering was
not mine to control. So | did something concrete.

| promoted his book more vigorously than my own. On Darkwood Brew, instead of dissecting
it or distancing myself from it, | created an entire series titled If Love Wins, What Now? —
designed to strengthen his message, to help people go deeper, to offer theological scaffolding to
those wrestling with it. | publicly celebrated him. | defended him when others attacked him. |
chose, quite deliberately, to rejoice where | had first resented.

And here is what surprised me: The moment | stopped competing for the fire, | felt lighter. The
moment | stopped measuring whose offering burned brighter, something in me unclenched.
Envy had been crouching at the door. Generosity shut it. Envy shrinks you. Generosity enlarges
you. In that shift, | understood the vineyard — and Cain — in a new way.

IV. Interfaith Wisdom

In Buddhism, envy — issd — is an affliction of the mind caused especially by Greed and Envy. Its
antidote is mudita — joy in the flourishing of another. Not tolerance. Joy. Mudita is what |
experienced!

Paul makes a similar move in the early church. “Outdo one another in showing honor,” he
writes. He doesn’t eliminate competition; he redirects it. Compete — but compete in
generosity. | think he’s brilliant to link our natural sense of competitiveness to generosity.
We're all competitive in some way. So, instead of using our thirst for competition to squash
our opponents, why not use it to uplift people? When generosity becomes aspirational, entire
cultures can change.

There have even been cultures — including here in the Pacific Northwest — that have
incorporated this insight, where status was gained not by accumulating wealth but by giving it
away. In Potlatch ceremonies, leaders earned honor by distributing their resources. Prestige
flowed not from hoarding, but from generosity.

V. A Culture of Generosity

| saw something like this for thirteen years in Omaha, Nebraska. Omaha is flyover country to
many. Yet it punches far above its weight — parks, museums, hospitals, concert halls,
redevelopment projects. Why?

Because in Omaha, generosity commands respect. Warren Buffett built immense wealth — and
pledged to give most of it away. He still lives in the modest home he bought before his fortune.
His daughter Susie invested deeply in education and community life. Early Berkshire investors
reinvested in the city that helped build them.



When those with influence model generosity, admiration follows. In Omaha, if you want your
name remembered, you give. Generosity has become aspirational. A whole city rose when it
did.

| lift Omaha up as an example, not to draw a contrast with Eugene, but because we may very
well be Sister Cities! Eugene compares well with Eugene. We have the largest per-capita
number of non-profits in the state, if not the country. Those non-profits are supported through
the generosity of us all. And our church does an astonishingly good job with generosity, too.
We fill The Box every week to the point of overflowing with items brought in to be distributed
to those in need. And we saw a giant show of generosity to our church’s critical financial need.

No, having experienced both cities, I'd say that we’re more or less on par with Omaha ... But
in the name of “competitive generosity” ... don’t you just want to ... maybe kick Omaha’s butt
when it comes to generosity? | live here now, so | know | do!

We all know this: Scarcity whispers, “If you rise, | shrink.” Abundance declares, “When you
rise, we rise.”

What if we took it as our goal that, one day, Eugene will be known as the City of Generosity
throughout the country?

Because cultures are built by what they reward. If we reward accumulation, comparison
intensifies. If we reward generosity, dignity expands. Let’s help our whole country expand
dignity by trying to keep up with us in Eugene! In our city, our faith communities, our families,
and our inner hearts.

Our country has been incredibly adept at creating larger and larger Bad News stories as of late.
If we are to remain resilient, we must either find a larger Good News story to live within or
create one.

So, let’s work as a community to show the world that dignity is not scarce. Grace is not limited.
And work with our fellow communities of faith to show that our God, the God of Jesus, like
the God the Muslims know through Mohammed, the Jews know through Moses, and the
Supreme Sacred that the Buddhists know through the Buddha, is generous.

And we seek to be like the One we serve.

Reflection and Discussion Questions
Here are a few questions related to the sermon for personal reflection and small group conversation.

I. Where Comparison Enters
The early workers were content until they compared.



Where does comparison most easily enter your life — work, family, reputation, faith, success? What
does envy sound like in your own inner voice?

2. The “Deep Story” We Live Inside

Hochschild describes a “deep story” in which people feel others are cutting ahead in line.
Where do you see this narrative at work in our culture today? Where might it be shaping your own
reactions more than you realized?

3. Cain at the Door

In the story of Cain and Abel, Cain seems to infer God’s preference rather than hear it
declared.

When have you drawn conclusions about how God—or others—value you in comparison to someone
else? How did that affect your sense of worth?

4. Building a Culture of Abundance

If “abundance is the culture of God’s Realm,” what would it look like for our church—or your own
sphere of influence—to make generosity aspirational? What specific practices could help us rejoice in
another’s good?



