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Homily for the 25th Sunday in Ordinary Time

I like very much the apophthegm at the end of today’s gospel: The last will be first,
and the first will be last, not only because I love revolutions but because the ones in
the middle, where I hope to be, will probably roughly stay at the same place!

Dear friends, today’s gospel presents a parable about God’s justice. It comes after a
long discussion that followed the episode of the young rich man who went to see Jesus
and wanted to inherit eternal life but was disappointed because of the requirements.
Then Jesus spoke about how it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle,
than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of God. Peter and the other disciples were
greatly disturbed and Peter enquired about their fate, they who had left everything to
follow Jesus. When Jesus ensured them that they will have a reward, he still added the
same apophthegm he uses in today’s gospel, a little bit changed: “Many who are first
will be last, and the last will be first.” That statement sounds a little bit like a contradiction
to the promise he had just made to the disciples, because they had to remember that
God’s justice is not human justice.

In today’s gospel, we have the same theme: God’s justice is definitely not human
justice. A landowner hires different groups of workers at different hours but pays them
the same wage.

In Jesus time, the usual daily wage given to a common labourer was one denarius.
Many people had become common labourers, working on a daily basis to gain what to
take home and feed their families. When General Pompey seized Jerusalem in 63
Before Christ, he tried to settle a dispute between Hyrcanus and Aristobulus, sons of
Salome Alexandra, who were fighting for kingship and the place of High Priest. Pompey
helped Hyrcanus but also confiscated many lands. When Herod, son of Antipater,
Hyrcanus’ Prime Minister, became king, he also took pieces of land from the people
and gave them to his friends and officials. Many among the inhabitants became poor.
Most people became hired workers in order to support the needs of their families. They
would wake up early in the morning and gather at the market place, waiting for someone
to hire them for one day.

This procedure of having a place, the agora, where hired workers would gather and
rich landowners would go to choose some of them and give them a job for the day, I
saw it in Johannesburg/South Africa, near our Dominican priory in Mondeor. Those who
need a job, mostly black people from poor townships where they were put by the
apartheid regime, gather on streets. They come with a lot of tools to show that they are
ready to work. A person would pull up near them in a bakkie (or pick-up truck) and would
talk to people brandishing ploughs, pruning shears, etc. The guy in the car would say
that they need a carpenter. Suddenly you would see those asking for a job pull out of
the pockets of their overalls a saw, a hammer, a planer, etc. As much fascinating as it
looked and may sound now, those young people standing there, mostly men, are
desperate until they find a job. And most of them know that they may not get hired
before many days.

The labourers in today’s gospel face a similar situation. A denarius could feed their
families for one or two days. The landowner gives to them all, those who came first and
the last ones, one denarius. And we may ask ourselves about what would have been
fair: to give more money than promised to those who came first? Or to give less than
the usual daily wage to those who came after? Actually, there is another question: if the
labourers of the first hour were so concerned about justice, why did they not complain
when they saw that the workers of the last hour got the same amount as those who
came throughout the day and only complained when it was their turn? Surely those who
came around noon worked more than the workers of the last hour.

But the most important question to ask. In my opinion, the most important question
to ask is: was the landowner unjust in his distribution of wages? Of course God’s justice
is not human justice. And God will reward us according to God’s justice, not human
justice. But can we understand God’s justice in human terms? Yes, while human justice
will never be God’s justice, it can be more humane.

While direct equitable justice would suggest that the landowner give more to those
who worked more hours, he gave them what he promised and was generous to those
who came after. More than that, our human mind may be able to understand why he
did that. With the background I gave of Romans dispossessing the people of their land,
this man being among the lucky ones who had a land (that is why in today’s gospel he
is called a landowner), it is understandable that he may at least begin to imagine what
those workers went through to gain money that would feed their families for just a day
or two. The stress of not having enough for your family, the anxiety of spending the day
knowing that your family’s life is not secure, not in terms of years but days, that pressure
is much greater than any weariness and fatigue one may get from a paying job.

When Matthew wrote his gospel, many gentiles were joining the Church and
Christians of a Jewish background, the workers of the first hour, used to complain about
the fact that the gentiles were given the same care and acknowledgement. They
probably did not think that they deserved equal recognition in the eyes of God.

While today’s gospel may be understood as about God’s justice, it may invite us to
think about human justice. Justice is not only about reward but also punishment. Only
in recent years has the world started to talk about restorative justice as an alternative
and an improvement to retributive justice. It sometimes sounds controversial, especially
when the wronged part wants some suffering inflicted on the culpable side. In this case,
let us try to imagine a people freshly coming out of a genocide and hears about
forgiveness and reconciliation: it may not be practiced perfectly. In some other cases,
the culpable side does not fully recognise its role in the wrongdoing and refuses to make
reparations or makes them very slowly. Let us imagine here countries that dispossess
entire peoples’ of their land and considerably harm their heritage.

Since the passing of Justice Ruth Bader Ginsburg, I have read on the Internet about
how she helped make Justice become more humane, compassionate and inclusive in
the United States. Albert Nolan, my former Dominican student master in South Africa
for three years, also awarded hero of the struggle against Apartheid among other titles,
knowing that I came from a country where a government had organised and realized a
genocide, used to tell me: “Let the huge viciousness of political injustice by governments
never make you close your eyes on plausible ongoing injustices in your our Church!”

In Church matters, it sometimes happens that we exercise some rigid justice. When
in the sixth century Celtic monks in Ireland wrote “penitentials,” inventories of
transgressions of the law and their corresponding penances depending on the ecclesial
status of sinner, they were trying to help confessors to come up with atonements
appropriate to sins. We no longer do that. We try to listen to people in their contexts
and try to empower them so that they may not sin again. Our justice in the Church
should be a restorative justice not a retributive one, because people’s burdens and
sufferings are way heavier than their sins.

Let us pray that our Churches may not be places where people go to experience
more stress added to their social worries and struggles. Let us pray for compassionate
communities of believers around the world.

Fr. Gustave Ineza, OP

