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Tenants of the Vineyard

The gospel reading for this Sunday includes the parable of the wicked tenants.  To us as modern Christians, the symbolism of this parable is rather apparent, and it is clear that the message of the parable is intentionally prophetic.  It is no wonder that this parable is sometimes called the parable of the passion.

To put today’s gospel in context, the setting is Jerusalem during the final week of Jesus’ life.  Just the day before, Jesus had come to the temple and overturned the tables of the money changers.  On this day, he had returned to the temple and was immediately confronted by the temple priests and elders.  They demanded to know by what authority Jesus had acted and who had given him that authority, but Jesus refused to answer their questions.

The leaders of the temple likely would have had Jesus arrested there on the spot, but they were afraid of the crowd of people which surrounded Jesus, the crowd which had laid palm branches in his path, the crowd that was just waiting for the right time to proclaim Jesus as their king.

It is in this context, this setting, that Jesus tells the parable of the wicked tenants to the Jewish leaders, that is, to the chief priests and elders, and to the crowd.  Jesus is well aware of what is going to happen to him.  He knows that he will soon undergo great suffering, and he knows that his death is imminent, but Jesus also has perfect faith in God and in God’s plan of salvation.  He is ready, as always, to do God’s will.

So Jesus tells the Jewish leaders and the crowd exactly what is going to happen, but he tells it in parable form.

In the parable, God is the landowner, and the tenants, whom he leaves in charge of his vineyard, are the Jewish leaders themselves, the chief priests, priests and elders.  The slaves who are sent to the vineyard to try to make things right are the prophets, the prophets of the Old Testament through John the Baptist, but they are all beaten or killed by the tenants.

Even so, God, the landowner, will not give up.  Finally he sends his son, but when the wicked tenants see the son, they kill him also.

To finish his parable, Jesus turns to the crowd around him and asks them what will the landowner do to those tenants, and the crowd responds by saying, “He will put those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the produce at the harvest time.”

The Jewish leaders who heard this parable realized that they were the wicked tenants of the story, and the gospel says they wanted to arrest Jesus there in the temple, but they did not do so for fear of the crowd.  Of course, their opportunity would soon come.  On a Thursday night, when the crowd was not around, they would take Jesus, and the following day the wicked tenants would indeed kill the son of the landowner.  Then some forty years later, following a Jewish revolt, the Romans would destroy the temple and the temple priesthood would come to end, but the Christian church, the new tenants of the landowner, would survive and flourish.

The church, built upon Christ’s sacrificial death and upon faith in his resurrection, became the beneficiaries of God’s plan of salvation.  Through grace, we are the beneficiaries of Christ’s passion.  However, it is often pointed out that while grace is freely given, freely offered to us all, it is not cheap.  It was purchased for us with Christ’s own blood, and all Christians are called to follow Christ in his sacrifice.

There is a tradition in many Anglican and Episcopal churches of having the doors to the church painted red.  This particular custom is not part of our culture here at St. Luke’s, and I’m certainly not advocating that we adopt it.  I like our church doors fine just the way they are.  Nevertheless, many of our churches do have red doors, and this is a tradition which dates all the way back to the twelfth century and the martyrdom of Saint Thomas Becket.

The red doors of course symbolize blood, and they stand to remind church goers of two things:  that it was Christ’s death on the cross that opened the way for our salvation and that it has been through the blood and sacrifice of countless martyrs that our faith has been maintained and the doors to our churches kept open.

In today’s epistle lesson, St. Paul tells the Philippian Christians, “I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his death, if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead.”

Not all Christians are called to be martyrs - - very few in fact, at least in our culture, though some occasionally still are.  Most of us will never undergo physical suffering for our faith in Christ.

Nevertheless, what St. Paul says in today’s epistle lesson, that we should become like Christ in his death, does apply to us all.

If we are to be good tenants of the vineyard, if we want to give the landowner what he is due, then like Christ, we must die to self and seek to do the will of God in all things.  We must each offer ourselves, body and soul, to be a living sacrifice unto God.  We must hear the call of the prophets and reorder our lives to put service and obedience to God ahead of all else.  And finally we must each recognize that Christ is indeed the chief cornerstone, around which the temple of our life is to be built.








AMEN
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