
Sermon 
The challenge for us in this story is to find what is good in the ominous news of 
judgment.  We begin with Jesus’ introduction to the parables, which is that these stories 
are descriptions of the kingdom of God.  While we are attempting to discover what these 
stories teach us about being a Christian today, we must remember that the context for 
telling the stories is the highly charged encounters with the chief priests and scribes 
challenging Jesus.  The attitudes of the chief priests and scribes are what drive the 
allegory, not Jesus’ image of God.  The point of the story is to draw us into the landscape 
of compelling ethical choices.  Remember the story the prophet Nathan told King David 
after the Bathsheba incident?  The story about the poor farmer who had a lamb raised as a 
family pet.  The rich neighbor came and took the lamb and cooked it for dinner, simply 
because he had the power to do it.  The story so enraged David that he said that man 
should die.  Nathan then points his finger at David and says, “You are the man.”  The 
point of Jesus’ story is to drill down through the layers of denial to the level of self-
recognition, tapping a deep vein of contrition that can finally well up to the water of new 
life.   
 
When Jesus asks the chief priests and scribes what the vineyard owner will do to the 
wicked tenants when he comes to the vineyard, they impulsively reply with their idea of 
vengeance, “He will put those wretches to a miserable death.”  It is the concept of 
revenge carried by the chief priests and scribes, not the image of God that Jesus proposes.  
They do exactly what we do.  They project their instincts onto God.  Sadly, they do not 
know God very well.  It is the audience and not Jesus who gives voice to the concept of 
God’s judgment as revenge.  Our theology teaches us that God’s judgment is about, as 
my old friend Frederick Buechner captures it in one sentence, “The one who judges us 
most finally will be the one who loves us most fully.”   
 
The vision of the kingdom of God that Jesus describes is a world ordered by restorative 
justice.  The violence is filtered out.  Walter Brueggeman says that restorative justice is 
“sorting out what belongs to whom, and returning it to them.”  The stewardship of the 
kingdom is to return the vineyard to “a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom.”   
It is a restorative act, not a punitive act.   
 
The so-called parable of the wicked tenants is a parody of the economic and political 
dynamics of the empire.  Historically this parable has been interpreted as God’s judgment 
on Israel for killing God’s son and the replacement of Israel with more suitable tenants, 
the church.  We must guard against self-serving interpretations.  Matthew begins the 
story by connecting it with the vineyard in Isaiah.  In the Isaiah story the primary issue is 
that the vineyard produces thorns rather than fruit.  The vineyard represents Israel.  In the 
end, the vineyard is destroyed for its failure to produce fruit, which are justice and right 
relationships.   
 
When we hear Matthew’s version of the story, we blame the tenants, those wicked 
tenants.  Remember that in Jesus’s day there was widespread dispossession of small 
landowners from their family lands.  Perhaps the tenants’ behavior reflects their 
conviction that their best hope is to repossess the land by whatever means necessary.  At 



a minimum the tenants’ actions seem to represent an act of desperation, a reflection of 
their vulnerability in a subsistence economy.   
 
The clever twist of the parable is not only does it describe the violent economic realities 
and the politics of retribution, but it also invites the leaders of Israel into issuing their 
own judgment.   The chief priests and scribes align themselves with the wealthy 
landowners in First Century Palestine.  In fact, the chief priests and scribes were the 
wealthy landowners, the beneficiaries of imperial economics who used the power of the 
Temple system to deprive subsistence farmers of their land.  It is easy for us to 
understand why they identify with the landowners and not the tenants.  We do the same.   
 
After Jesus quotes the Psalm about the rejected cornerstone, we understand that he wants 
the chief priests and scribes to identify not with the landowners, but with the desperate, 
usurping and violent tenants who keep the produce for themselves.  The sentence the 
chief priests and scribes have handed down to their tenant farmers is the judgment they 
will now receive.   
 
Let me attempt to bring this story a bit closer to home in both time and space.  Do any of 
you remember NAFTA?  North American Fair-Trade Agreement.  It went into affect in 
January 1994.  The agreement is between Canada, the United States and Mexico.  In 
theory it was a great idea.  Do you remember what happened?  The “fair trade” aspect 
made imported corn from Canada cheaper than the corn grown on subsistence farms in 
Mexico.  The family farms in Mexico went out of business.  Can you guess what 
happened next?  Many of those family farmers could not support their families. Their 
children were starving.  What did they do?  The only thing they could.  They went 
looking for work.  Some moved into the cities where there was no work.  Want to guess 
where they can find work?  In the United States as illegal immigrant workers.   
 
Think about how clever Jesus was to entrap the Jewish leaders into pronouncing their 
own judgment.  At the end of the story Jesus asks, “When the owner of the vineyard 
comes, what then will he do to those tenants?”  They respond with what is consistent with 
their own practices and with their perception of God.  This does not mean that their self-
understanding defines who God is, or that their understanding somehow limits God’s 
capacity to act in forgiveness and mercy. 
 
Not only were the chief priests and scribes entrapped by their own projections, so too are 
subsequent generations of interpreters of this story.  We have an easy time identifying the 
male authority figure in the parables as God, even when the character behaves like a 
wealthy elite or a despot.  By so doing, we affirm an understanding of God as 
authoritarian and judging.  Which, of course, is why we expect God will act that way 
toward us.   
 
We have an opportunity on World Communion Sunday to remember that God has always 
risked violence to be in relationship with us.  We join hands with the faithful around the 
world and through the ages as we celebrate the gift of God’s grace through Jesus Christ.   


