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Jesus didn't go to Wharton 

Reading from the Old Testament: Deuteronomy 24:14-15 

Reading from the Gospels: Matthew 20:1-16 

Established in 1881, the Wharton School of Business at the 

University of Pennsylvania is the oldest dedicated collegiate business 

school; older than Harvard Business School; older than the London 

School of Economics. Along with these, the Wharton School is 

considered the gold-standard for those seeking to add the letters M.B.A. 

to their resume. Wharton played a crucial role in "transforming the 

study of business from a trade to a rigorous and respected profession." 

Their website boasts, "Wharton is changing the way business is done. 

Our faculty, students, and alumni generate big ideas, back them up 

with incisive analysis, and turn them into ingenious solutions that 

work. We educate, inform, and inspire the leaders who are meeting the 

world’s complex challenges, advancing business practice, and driving 

economic growth at a global scale." (wharton.upenn.edu) 

Obviously, Jesus didn't go to Wharton, or Harvard, or the London 

School of Economics, or Fuqua, or Kenan, because any business school 

graduate, even one from good ol' Mizzou, will tell you that the business 

model of a certain Israeli vintner, lauded by our Lord in today's text, is 
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a recipe for bankruptcy, prompting identical three-word, bold-faced, all 

caps emails from the comptroller and the director of human resources: 

YOU DID WHAT?  

Such practices will not be met kindly or quietly down in the union 

hall or at the next board of directors meeting. Words like unsustainable, 

suicidal, and foolhardy; terms like fiduciary responsibility, best 

practices, quarterly projections, and labor insurrection will fill the 

boardrooms and breakrooms. YOU DID WHAT?  Can you hear the 

sarcasm? "Who let the old man out of his cage yesterday? It wasn't my 

turn to carry the key." "I'm guessing the early shift won't be showing up 

in the morning. Cancel the donut order!" 

Jesus didn't go to Wharton, but that's okay because this parable 

isn't about management theory, labor relations, or compensation tables. 

Rather, this parable is about the nature and munificence of God's 

amazing grace.  

The placement of this parable is significant. Jesus is speaking to 

his disciples after a disquieting encounter with a rich young man who 

had approached Jesus with the question, "Teacher, what good deed 
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must I do to have eternal life?" They talk briefly about the 

commandments, and the prosperous entrepreneur, experienced in the 

art of negotiation, wants Jesus to enumerate the required minimum, i.e. 

like the typical student, "Will this commandment be on the final?" 

The problem here is that the young man wants the best deal, 

wants to view the practice of faith like a commercial transaction, as 

though God's kingdom is a real estate market. Should I lease or should I 

buy? But that's not the way the kingdom of God works. In another 

parable, Jesus indicates that the kingdom of God is like a treasure 

hidden in a field that is worth so much more than all you possess, 

because it's not a possession; it's a relationship and that is priceless. 

Well, the young man walks away dispirited, because his 

possessions seem more tangible and present. Of course, that's a mirage, 

because the thing about possessions is that as soon as you get a nice 

one, you quickly can't help but start noticing all of the nicer ones. Isn't 

it ironic that acquisition breeds jealousy? No possession has ever made 

you a better person, but every relationship offers that opportunity. 
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Yet, watching the successful young man's shoulders droop as he 

walks away makes the disciples anxious. "Sooo ... who has any chance 

at all?" I love the Message translation of Jesus' response, "No chance at 

all if you think you can pull it off yourself. Every chance in the world if 

you trust God to do it."  This sets the stage for the parable of a generous 

landowner who begins the day just looking to get some help tending his 

vineyard. Though the setting is the intersection of a business and the 

labor market, it is not a corporate case study; it is a witness to a grace 

we could never earn, and yet a grace that God freely gives. 

To get a sense of the setting, imagine, not a convention center job 

fair, but an unregulated, yet locally known spot where migrant day 

laborers are picked up for a cheap price to meet the day's needs in the 

field, at the small factory or construction site. In T.C. Boyle's novel, The 

Tortilla Curtain, Candido and America are an undocumented and 

homeless couple who have made their way to a dry, brush-covered 

southern California gulch, hiding out of sight. Candido has been hit by a 

car, the driver throwing him $20 and driving on as though that was 

sufficient recompense for a brown-skinned immigrant that you just hit 

with your sleek imported sedan. Until he recovers, Candido cannot go to 
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the labor exchange where each morning, workers line up, desperately 

hoping to get enough work to support them until tomorrow. So, 

America, despite Candido's resistance, resolves to go to the labor 

exchange herself. 

Kneeling before him on a blanket at their hiding place in the 

brush, her face scrubbed, hair brushed, in her good dress, "Candido, 

listen,' she said ... 'I'm going up the road to the labor exchange to see if I 

can't ... see if I might ... find something.'" She was a teenager, still a 

child basically, and four months pregnant, a child expecting a child. 

Candido considered the scenario, "his wife, a barefoot girl from the 

country who didn't know a thing about the world, out there among all 

those men, those lowlifes who'd do anything for a buck - or a woman. 

"No, I can't let you do it." "Listen," she said, "we have maybe a cup of 

rice left, half a twelve-ounce sack of dry beans..." She went. 

"America sat in the shade of the wall-less shelter the gringos had 

built to keep the itinerant job-seekers out of the sun (and coincidentally 

off the street, out of the post office parking lot, and most importantly, 

out of sight) ... There must have been fifty or sixty men there at least."  
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"As each car pulled into the lot and two or three men gathered 

around it, she held her breath in hope and fear, wanting work, 

desperately wanting it, yet mortally afraid of the bland white faces of 

the men staring out from behind the windshield. What, exactly did they 

want? ...As it turned out, it didn't matter. She sat there from dawn till 

noon and she didn't get work." (T.C. Boyle, The Tortilla Curtain) That's when the 

labor exchange closed. The community didn't want a perpetual 

encampment of the unemployed. 

This would be the comparable contemporary setting to the one 

Jesus describes in our parable. These are not the eager applicants on 

career night at the college. These are the desperate hoping to work 

enough to just scrape by until tomorrow. The vineyard owner wasn't 

looking for MBAs and engineers. He would be looking for strong backs 

and durable bodies, desperate enough to work cheap. The going wage 

for a day of labor was a denarius - not exactly a princely sum, just a 

subsistence wage. The candidates who looked well-equipped for hard 

labor would be the first picked for the day's jobs, and as the day wore 

on, the remaining contenders would be those all too well experienced in 

being passed over, left out, disenfranchised. 
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The story meets our expectations in the beginning, the landowner 

arrives at the gathering spot with the morning dew, hiring capable 

workers to do the jobs that need to be done in the vineyard. Both the 

landowner and those hired are used to the routine. Just another day on 

the farm. "Later, about nine o'clock, the manager saw some other men 

hanging around the town square unemployed. He told them to go to 

work in his vineyard and he would pay them a fair wage. They went." 

Okay, nothing out of the ordinary yet. The landowner does the same at 

noon and three. Makes sense. Part-time is better than no-time. 

But when quittin' time arrives, things start to get a little wonky. 

"At five o'clock he went back and found still others standing around. He 

said, 'Why are you standing around all day doing nothing?' They said, 

'Because no one hired us.' He told them to go to work in his vineyard." 

Hmmm? The first workers are cleaning their shovels and thinking 

about a bottle of Bud when the last group arrives. What's going on here? 

Again, this parable isn't Management 101. Remember, Jesus 

didn't go to Wharton. This parable is about the generosity of our 

Sovereign God. "Am I not allowed to do what I choose with what belongs 

to me?"  The focus of the landowner here is not on the crop, the profit, 
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the competition. No, the landowner's focus here is on the laborers, their 

well-being, their inclusion, their needs. Five days America goes to the 

labor exchange. Five days she waits for hours without a chance to work. 

Five days, she sits in the sun. Five days she goes hungry, not even 

having a pantry to be empty. The landowner in our parable perceives 

their stories, sees their sunken cheeks and the desperation and fear in 

their eyes. This isn't about negotiated compensation. This is about the 

courage to care.  

This parable is a reaction to our proclivity to agonize over the 

possibility that someone out there may receive some benefit we don't 

believe they deserve. We're all guilty, standing there in the restaurant 

lobby, muttering under our breath our resentment toward the family 

that came in after us, but is seated before us. We do it all the time! 

From the size of the slice our sibling receives on pizza night to the 

eternal destination of an obstreperous neighbor, we are constantly 

measuring. And isn't it ironic that our conclusions always seem to be 

the same. We deserve more. They deserve less.  

But consider this, what if the gift is exponentially far beyond 

anything we could ever earn or afford. Imagine me walking into the 
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Ferrari dealership looking to buy the new model; what's it called? The 

Roma. That's one sweet-looking ride. The dealer, already suspicious 

asks, "What do you do for a living?" "I'm a Presbyterian pastor." "Right. 

Listen, unless you get yourself a good Baptist wig and a satellite dish, 

it's not happenin'." What did Stuart Scott used to say? "Man, you don't 

have to go home, but you gotta get on up outta here!" So, guess what? I 

don't go in Ferrari dealerships. I'm not even signing up for one of those 

deals where you can go to the racetrack and pretend it's yours for an 

hour. That's not my world. 

What if the gift is so far beyond your capacity to even dream or 

fantasize about possessing? The kingdom of God, Jesus says, is a 

treasure stumbled upon as if by accident; a small pearl worth more than 

all you have ever owned or even touched. Ephesians speaks of the grace 

of Jesus Christ, (The Message Translation) "Christ came and preached peace to 

you outsiders and peace to us insiders. He treated us as equals, and so 

made us equals. Through him we both share the same Spirit and have 

equal access to the Father. That's plain enough, isn't it? You're no 

longer wandering exiles. This kingdom of faith is now your home 

country. You're no longer strangers or outsiders. You belong here, with 
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as much right to the name Christian as anyone. God is building a home. 

He's using us all - irrespective of how we got here - in what he is 

building." 

Begrudge others? Worry that someone may receive something we 

can't see that they deserve? That's ridiculous in light of the gift we have 

received, the welcome we have been given, the home we share with 

Christ. "The mercy of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting," 

declares the Psalmist. And again, "Bless the Lord, O my soul, and do 

not forget all his benefits—  who forgives all your iniquity, who heals all 

your diseases, who redeems your life from the Pit, who crowns you with 

steadfast love and mercy, who satisfies you with good as long as you live 

so that your youth is renewed like the eagle's." 

Jesus didn't go to Wharton ... and thank God for that! It's not 

about compensation. We're waaayy beyond that. It's about relationship. 

As the Psalmist puts it, "The Lord is good to all, and his compassion is 

over all that he has made." Amen. 

 

      


