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Sometimes, children are the only ones who can tell us what is true. 
 
A few weeks ago, I was in the Cathedral of Saint Louis.  
 
While I was there, I saw a mother walking around the church with her son. The 5 
year old boy was staring at a large mosaic which showed Jesus being crucified. 
 
He asked, “Mommy, what are they doing to that man?” 
 
Mom whispered, “It looks like they’re killing him.” 
 
The boy was startled: “who is he?” 
 
Mom answered, “I think he’s Jesus.” 
 
The boy asked, “But why did they kill him?” 
 
His mom wasn’t sure what to say, and she blurted out, “They killed him because he 
was too nice.” 
 
The boy scrunched up his face and said, “I don’t think you should kill somebody 
just for being nice.” 
 
Sometimes children are the only ones who can tell us what’s true. 
 
If you listen to a great deal of Christian preaching, including my own, you might 
walk away convinced that the Romans and the Jewish authorities did, indeed, kill 
Jesus because he was too nice. 
 



So much of our preaching focuses on the nice things that Jesus said, or his nice 
stories which bring us comfort and joy.  
 
For years, preachers have focused on how much God loves you… and that’s nice. 
For year, preachers have focused on how much Jesus forgives us… and that’s nice. 
Preachers love to preach about the nice sayings of Jesus…. Sayings like: 
 
+ “Come to me, all you who are burdened, and I will give you rest.” 
+ or, “Father, forgive them. They know not what they do.” 
+ or, “blessed are you who mourn, for you will be comforted.” 
 
That’s nice…. 
 
And as preachers focus on what’s nice, we tend avoid the topics which could really 
tick off the folks in the pews. Thus we might give people the impression that they 
killed Jesus because he was too nice. 
 
As I prepared for this week’s homily, I looked back at previous homilies I’ve 
written on this parable. And I realized that, even as I preached about this difficult 
parable, I’ve ended up focusing on something nice. 
 
In one previous homily, I pointed out that Jesus is reminding the Gentiles (that’s 
us!) that we are the latecomers in God’s vineyard. God called the Jewish people 
first. They are the chosen people. They are the first to receive the promise of 
salvation. But, later, God extended the call to people who were not Jewish, to 
receive the same blessing. We were not called first. But we are called. And through 
Christ, we are saved. That’s nice. 
 
In another homily, I focused on the fact that this parable is ultimately about God’s 
unfathomable generosity. God is able to be generous to every one of us. Through 
Christ, we can all receive the gift of forgiveness, hope and eternal life. We can 
receive that gift no matter when we hear that call in life.  
 
If we are life-long Catholics, we receive God’s generous gifts. If we have a 
conversion experience later in college, we receive God’s generous gifts. 



 
If we wait even later, until we’ve screwed up our marriage, or seen most of our life 
work fall apart, we can still receive God’s generous gifts. Even if we wait until we 
are very old, and finally realize how much of life we have wasted on being selfish 
and narcissistic, we can still receive God’s generous gifts. It’s never too late. We 
all receive the same wonderful gift of eternal life. No matter how late we come to 
the vineyard. 
 
Isn’t God generous? Isn’t God nice? 
 
That’s how I’ve preached about this parable in the past. Then, I read this sentence 
by a German scholar named Gerhard Lohfink. He writes: “Every believer speaks of 
God’s generosity, but such talk changes nothing and costs nothing. If Jesus had 
talked only about the generous God he would not have been crucified.” 
 
If Jesus had talked only about the generous God he would not have been crucified. 
 
They put Jesus to death, not because he was nice, but because his words upend 
every one of our convictions about how the world works, and what is worth doing 
in this world, and what is fair.  
 
The people who first heard him preach this parable understood that, if they took 
Jesus’ seriously, his words would undo everything that they worked so hard to hold 
on to.  
 
The more they thought about what Jesus said, the more they realized how 
dangerous he was. They had to get rid of him.  Not because he was nice… but 
because he was saying something new. 
 
When Jesus preached this parable, he was inaugurating the reign of God, or the 
kingdom of God. And in the reign of God, every one of us is called by God to get 
to work. In God’s kingdom, everyone has a job to do. 
 
But Jesus reminds us that, in the reign of God, it is GOD who tells us what to do, 
and what our task should be. In the parable, the vineyard owner comes to the 



workers and says: “this is what I want done.” God determines what is worth doing. 
 
If we take that seriously, it changes every aspect of our lives. When we are 
growing up, adults usually ask us, “What do you want to be when you grow up?” 
What do YOU want….  
 
I wonder how lives would change if parents spent 18 years asking their children, 
“What does GOD want you to be when you grow up? What does GOD want you to 
do?” 
 
Yet, we allow our life agenda to be set for us, by a culture that is draining our joy.  
Our culture tells us that the only things worth doing are the things which help us to 
consume, to compare, to keep up, to earn, to achieve. And, by themselves, none of 
those things is always evil. 
 
But when we define our whole being by those things, we lose any ability to listen 
to God when He tells us what He wants us to do. 
 
As one writer put it, “we spend most of our lives climbing the ladder to get to the 
top, only to find that the ladder is leaning against the wrong building.” 
 
Jesus inaugurated a world where people trust God so fully that they always seek 
his direction in their lives, and find joy in doing the work that God wants them to 
do. 
 
When we begin to focus more on the God who calls us, rather than on how we can 
get ahead of each other, we begin to do away with rivalries, and selfishness, and 
our sense of entitlement. 
 
This parable says that the God who calls us to do his work is so generous that 
everyone can find plenty of blessings. But we didn’t kill Jesus because he told us 
that God is generous. We killed Jesus because we understood that God’s generosity 
requires US to become abundantly generous. 
 
We killed Jesus because he told us that our definition of fairness is not God’s 



definition. 
We killed Jesus because he told us that our definition of success is not God’s 
definition, that our definition of justice is not God’s definition, and our definition 
of work that’s worth doing is not God’s definition. 
 
We killed Jesus… but he would not stay killed.  
 
We killed Jesus, but he never left us… and even now, in this Eucharist, he is with 
us. 
 
And thank God that Christ is still with us… because, sometimes, Christ is the only 
one who can tell us what is true. 
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