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21st Sunday After Pentecost/ October 5, 2008
“Faithful Tenant’s of the Vineyard”

Matthew 21:33-46

Pastor Wayne Zschech


Today’s gospel is entitled “The Parable of the Wicked or Greedy Tenants” depending on which bible translation you read. The point is that it is a parable, and not an allegory. Or is it? Jesus’ pronouncement to the chief priests and Pharisees that “the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom” along with their response certainly makes it hard to interpret the story in any other way than an allegory. 

In an allegory one person or thing stands for something else. For instance, if this is an allegory, God is the landowner. The vineyard is the kingdom of God. The first tenants are the chief priests and Pharisees. The slave sent for the fruits of the kingdom are the prophets who were killed over time. The son is Jesus, and the second tenants are the Christians of the Church.

Such an allegorical interpretation of the parable can lead to all sorts of questions and problems. For instance, some biblical scholars question whether this last part of the story really happened, or whether the leaders of the early Church added it to justify the Church over against the Jews as the chosen people of God. You can see how such an interpretation could, and has, led to Christians participating in anti-Semitism and the oppression of Jews by Christians over the past two thousand years. 

So how does this parable apply to our lives if it is not an allegory for the transition of God’s people from the Jews to the Christians? Scott Gustafson, author of Biblical Amnesia reminds us there a few things to keep in mind when discussing any parable and especially this one. First, writers of the four gospels were not new journalists who followed Jesus around writing down everything he said and did. Matthew’s gospel was written decades after the gospel of Mark, from which many of the stories were taken including this one. It wasn’t written until 30 to 40 years after Jesus’ death. And because each gospel writer had a reason for writing their version of Jesus’ life each Matthew arranged his version of Jesus’ stories and teachings in a way that suited his purpose in conveying the good news to his audience.
Gustafson also reminds us those who read scripture must recognize the fact that quotation marks were not invented when the Gospel writers wrote. So while we can know when a saying of Jesus begins how do we know for sure where it ends? Therefore it is much easier to determine where Jesus starts to speak than it is to determine where Jesus stops speaking. With respect to this story as told in Mark’s gospel, Gustafson believes the story ends much earlier, and that it was the early church that included the allegorical interpretation at the end to justify its primary favor over by God over Israel.

So let’s look at the parable again, but this time without the eyes of an allegorical interpretation. The vineyard is just a vineyard. It’s a place that will produce fruit to feed and benefit both humans and the animals in the area. That’s how God intended vineyards to be used in the Garden of Eden. There were no fences mentioned there.
But in this parable the landowner not only plants a vineyard and digs a wine press in it, but he also puts a fence around it and builds a watchtower. Why? The only answer is he intends to keep others and animals out of his vineyard and have a defensible position should they try to take the vineyard by force. The vineyard is his vineyard that will produce fruit for his commercial gain. 
The landowner acts like any other landowner in what Gustafson calls “the dominator system” of existence where one person or group seeks to dominate those outside the group. In the dominator system is not God’s system of existence. Gustafson believes God works with a “partnership ways” model of existence wherein everyone understands themselves to be in partnership relationship with everyone else. Therefore, a landowner living out of this partnership model would not try to keep others out or deprive them from that which is needed for life, the fruit of the vineyard.
The parable also shows how those who live under this dominator model of existence behavior in peculiar if not bizarre ways. When the landowner sends some slaves to collect his produce who are beaten, killed, and stoned he gets the “bright” idea that he just didn’t send enough. If at first you don’t succeed, do the same thing again only with more force or in greater number! Einstein once said, “If you keep on doing the same thing don’t expect the results to change”, and I don’t think he was commenting on this parable. Do we act any differently? Do our educational, political, or other systems and institutions act any differently?
The tenants act just as bizarre. Upon seeing the landowner’s son they believe killing him will result in their inheriting the vineyard. With no heir apparent they can qualify for squatter’s rights and claim it for their own. This sounds crazy, yet how many people today are guests on afternoon talk shows or People’s Court that think the same way? 

Gustafson believes “the tenants in our parable remind us that people are capable of believing just about anything when they cut themselves off from the rest of the world. This often happens in small groups that isolate themselves, but it is true of larger groups as well. It happens between religions where one group believes another worthy of death because they have slightly different doctrines. It happens in entire nations that convince themselves that building more and more armaments is the path to peace. In many cases, our reasoning processes mimic that of the tenants. As a whole, human beings are capable of believing just about anything.”

So what do we do with this parable? Maybe the only thing we can do is focus on the one thing that remains constant in it, the vineyard itself. When the vineyard is considered an agricultural enterprise by the landowner and tenants we see what happens. Those outside the walls and its watchtower are perceived as an alien threat and must be protected against. This is how a dominator model existence perceives a vineyard.
A partnership ways model sees the vineyard differently. Vineyards in this model are a part of nature and also a part of being in community with other human beings. Without fences or watchtowers it is available to any and all of God’s creation that is in need of sustenance. The problems arise when the fences go up and a “we versus them” relationship with others and creation is put into play.

So if God’s way is a partnership ways model of existence, then what are the fences we erect in our lives, or expect our various institutions of leadership to erect, that go against God’s model of existence? What are the fences we need to tear down so may begin to treat the person on the other side as our neighbor with whom we partner in community rather than as an alien outsider we must defend ourselves against?

Today we will gather at this rail to share in the Lord’s Supper. In it we celebrate the body and blood of Jesus Christ given and shed for the forgiveness of sin so we might have new life. He didn’t come just to save a select group. God so loved the world that he gave his only Son. 

And we who eat and drink this gift of God’s grace have been called from the waters of baptism to live a life that doesn’t build fences but works to dismantle the ones that exist. We have been chosen to be God’s agents of grace without borders or boundaries. And we have been given the power of the Holy Spirit to participate in God’s kingdom of partnership ways breaking into this world to create community out of chaos.  

