
Small group discussion questions 
November 2014

Chapter & verse – Lawrence Moore (p27)
Read Matthew 20:1-16, followed by Lawrence Moore’s article.

1. Look again at paragraph one of “Chapter & verse”, describing our society’s attitudes to generosity.  
Can you suggest examples of what Lawrence is talking about? 

2. In verses 8-10 of the Bible passage, Lawrence says, God/the landowner “is breaking the rules 
governing transactions between employers and employees” (paragraph three of “Chapter & 
verse”). In what ways is he breaking the rules, and why do you think would he does so?

3. In paragraph four of “Chapter & verse”, Lawrence suggests that wage labour on the free market 
has an “inbuilt brutality”. Can you think of examples of this? Do you agree with the description? 

4. Read verses 11-12 of the Bible passage. Lawrence suggests that the landowner models God’s 
generosity, but also says of the labourers: “No wonder they’re incensed” (paragraph six). Does 
Jesus’ parable take the side of the landowner, or the workers, or neither? What does Jesus’ attitude 
to their argument seem to be? 

5. Paragraph seven of “Chapter & verse” says: “He gives each labourer what they need, not what 
they deserve.” Do you think that our society should be more like that? Or is it a spiritual rather than 
an economic principle?

6. Verse 15 of the Bible passage says: “Are you envious because I am generous?” What do you think 
makes people envious of God’s generosity? Do you see that failing in yourself? Is there anything that 
can be done about it?

7. In paragraph eight, Lawrence says that the world, including the Church, fails to live up to the 
standards of God’s generosity, with “ruthless disregard for the plight of our neighbour”. Do you 
agree with this? Can you give examples to illustrate the way you see it?

8. The last paragraph of “Chapter & verse” describes a radically different kind of world, while the 
last verse of the Bible passage says: “The last will be first, and the first will be last.” What practical 
steps can we take to make our world better reflect the generosity of God?
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Lawrence Moore Chapter & verse

Generosity is good in very small, 
occasional doses, or when we’re 
its recipient. Otherwise, it’s 
against the rules: It’s unfair, 

indecent and undermines the good ordering 
of society. And if it became the rule rather 
than the exception, the whole social order 
as we know it would collapse. 

That, at least, is the message of society 
according to Jesus’ parable of the labourers 
in the vineyard, told to religious people. 
Interestingly, it’s a parable specifically about 
our deep resistance to financial generosity. 
We’re far more comfortable with generosity 
of time, hospitality and possessions, than 
money. Jesus couches God’s generosity in 
financial terms, and we don’t like it – not 
one little bit.

That’s because God (in the person 
of the landowner) is breaking the rules 
governing transactions between employers 
and employees. The labourers depend on 
that contractual relationship for survival; 
economic rules provide the mechanism 
by which they can gain access to scarce 
resources. Money is a scarce commodity 
– they do not have enough of it, so that 
they have to find daily work for the whole 
day if they are to receive enough to feed 
themselves and their families for the next 
24 hours.  

Note the inbuilt brutality of the system: 
If the labourers do not work (all day, every 
day), they and their families will die. That is 
an acceptable cost, taken for granted – by 
everyone. They live in the hurricane space 
of the free market, in which the decisions 
about whether they will work, and for how 
long, is dependent upon the landowner’s 
profit margins. The landlord’s only priority 
is to get his vineyard tended to and his 
grapes harvested. He might be under 

pressure to pay what is agreed to be a fair 
wage, but is under no obligation to ensure 
the survival of the families on the margins.  

No one would expect the landowner to 
employ more workers simply to ensure that 
the labourers survived; no one would expect 
him to give his money away to the poor. In 
fact, we’re generally agreed that that sort of 
gift is bad for people – we all ought to work 
in order to live. Handouts are for scroungers 
and incompetents, not for people with any 
claim to our care or respect.

If the best the labourers can hope for is a 
contract that gives them a reasonable shot 
at survival, no wonder they are incensed at 

the end of the day. The landowner begins 
with the labourers who have worked 
just a single hour – and gives them a full 
day’s wage. We can see the eyes light up 
as those who have worked all day begin 
recalculating their wages under the new 
hourly rate, and we can surely understand 
their fury and bitter disappointment when 
they get what they negotiated!

This isn’t a parable about just 
employment practices – the unions as 
much as the employers would resist any 
suggestion that this ought to become 
best practice – it’s about compassion and 
generosity. The landowner (God) knows 
that those hired an hour before knocking 
off time need a full day’s wage just as much 
as those whom he hired in the morning; 
he gives each labourer what they need, not 
what they deserve.

This is the world of God’s abundance and 
generosity, rather than the world that we 
have made, with its scarcity and ruthless 
disregard for the plight of our neighbour 
– even in church; it’s about the things that 
build relationship and create community, 
rather than destroy them.

Isn’t it disturbing how Jesus sees 
money at the heart of the things that break 
community? Jesus has just told a financial 
parable about our resistance to forgiveness 
(the parable of the unforgiving servant in 
Matthew 18:23) and highlighted the way in 
which wealth kills compassion-driven love 
(the rich young ruler in Matthew 19:16-30).  

God’s economy is a gift economy, where 
God delights in a generosity that will not 
leave people needy. If that were to become 
the norm, our money-driven order of 
scarcity, contract and social distinction 
would collapse; and that’s unthinkable for 
good church folk like you and me. Jesus 
should have known better than to challenge 
the normative dominance of the market. 
No wonder they crucified him.

Lawrence Moore is director of the 
Windermere Centre in Cumbria

‘God delights in a 
generosity that will 
not leave people needy’

“Isn’t it disturbing how Jesus sees money at 
the heart of what breaks community?”

Chapter & verse

“Take your pay and go. I want to give the one who was hired last the same as I gave you. ... 
are you envious because I am generous?” 

Matthew 20:1-16
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For further reflection: “As you go, proclaim the good news, ‘The kingdom of heaven has come 
near.’ Cure the sick, raise the dead, cleanse the lepers, cast out demons. You received without 
payment; give without payment.” Matthew 10:7-8 

Prayer: Giving God, your generosity surges out to us without pause and without counting the 
cost. You do not deal with us as we deserve but as we need. We depend upon you for all we have. 
Give us, in addition to all this, we pray, hearts big with your own generosity. Help us to grow into 
your giving nature. Amen.
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