
      

 

A NOTE TO PARENTS 

It is part of our human nature to feel that we deserve the good things that come 
to us.  And when something bad happens, we feel we must deserve that also—
because of some a mistake we have made, or as a punishment for something 
wrong we have done.  It’s hard to accept the idea that bad things may happen to 
good people.  We may find it less threatening to ourselves to learn that the cause 
of some tragedy was something we are sure we would never do:  if the driver who 
was killed had been drinking ...  or the children burned in the fire were left alone 
in the house and had played with matches.  Now we can think, “That would 
never happen to me.”  But it’s equally hard to accept the idea that good things 
may happen to bad people.  It bothers us deeply that people should get something 
they “don’t deserve.”  It threatens our whole view of the world.  

Children share this habit of mind, and much of our interaction with them as 
parents powerfully reinforces it.  “You’ve been so good—I’ll buy you an ice cream 
cone,” we may say.  Or, “If you’d been careful the way I told you to, that would 
never have happened.”  We worry that picking up a crying baby will spoil him.  
We seek to reward good behavior, and to discourage obnoxious behavior by 
trying to make sure it has unpleasant consequences. 

But Jesus overturns most of our ideas about reward and punishment.  He suggests 
that God has little interest in motivating good behavior with rewards and 
discouraging laziness or viciousness by appropriate punishment.  “The last shall be 
first,” he says, “and the first last.  What does it take away from you if I am nicer to 
these others than they deserve?  I have still kept my promise to you.”  We might 
give our children a better idea of God’s love if we sometimes said to them, “I hope 
you will be good, because I love you and I want you to love what is good.  But I 
will buy you an ice cream cone whether you are good or not.” God’s love for us is 
not limited by our ability to deserve it.  It is always there. 

(Have a “denarius” ready when your child shows you how many baskets he or she 
has filled, on the reverse of this page!) 
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