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A Strange Kind of Justice
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It 1s difficult, friends, to avoid being reminded of the historic calamities of last week’s Wall
Street in the light of today’s lection text. First Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac. Then Bear
Stearns. Now Lehman Brothers, Merrill Lynch, and AIG. Bankrupt. Taken over. Bailed
out. Pending Acquisition.

I could not avoid recalling the havoc of last week’s Wall Street listening to the
disappointment of brokers, receptionists, computer technicians, and mail room workers at
L.ehman Brothers, object, on National Public Radio, to the bailout of Bear Stearns, and
question the fairness of a system that preserves the jobs of brokers, receptionists, computer
techs and mail room workers there, while leaving their counterparts at L.ehman
Brothers...well...just hangin. Abandoned. Uncertain. Afraid for their futures.

I could not resist thinking, about the trouble in our financial markets, and the inescapable
conclusion we cannot help coming to, that far past the mysterious operations of a market
whose peculiar behaviors exceedingly few of us intimately understand, this crists (we know in
our bones) is also owed to someone’s greed, to systemic corruption, and to that brand of
white-collar criminality encouraged by the very complex of narcissistic entitlement behind
the complaints made in our text.

But against this same backdrop of financial failure and marketplace panic, I have to confess,
Dean Wells, that I have had to wrestle with the implications of this parable. Wrestle with it
because 1f I am honest, I have to admit that the protest of those hired eatly, those who
labored longest, those who sowed seeds and tilled the ground long before those who merely
reaped the harvest cultivated by others—If I am honest, there is a part of me—call it
conscience, or my ethical compass—that believes that the protest of seniority in this parable,
the sweat equity accrued by the first hired, and their time put into the landowner’s enterprise,
1s not only reasonable but right. Their complaint has legs. They are, I cannot help but
believe, also justified 1n their first-shaking protests.

I mean, who among us doesn’t feel a more acute pity, for those who spend the majority of
their adult lives punching the same company clock, day in and day out, only to be 1ssued a
pink slip twelve months before their retirement eligibility? Who among us wouldn’t seck an
explanation from a manager, a supervisor, a president, a trustee—someonel—whose regard
for the company veterans seems so low and incommensurate with their years of service?
Who wouldn’t object to the kind of reply given, by the parable’s landowner. A reply that
sounds so unfair to working-class ears and almost insults the intelligence by claiming that is
not only legal but ethical and just. “It’s my money and I'll do as I please with it.” Is the
landowners defense. What a strange kind of justice, this 1s!

In these economically despairing times, when it would seem reasonable to hunker down, to
gather and protect all the stuff that is rightfully yours—in times like these, this parable






