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“Not so very long ago, there was a beautiful vineyard in a land very much like our own.  
The vines produced abundantly, and were surrounded by acres of the greenest grass we can 
imagine.  In addition to grapes, there was a huge garden that produced abundantly.  The owner 
sold some of the vegetables at the local market, but there was so much that he couldn’t sell it all, 
and he hated for anything fresh to go to waste.  He started giving a certain percentage of the food 
away to people who were in need.  The several acres of grassy meadows that composed the 
vineyard were surrounded by woods, where all kinds of animals lived and wildflowers grew.  
Further out still from the vineyard, but visible on a clear day, were mountains that were so 
splendid that, with their very existence, they testified to God’s glory.      
 Everyone who visited the vineyard wanted to stay there forever, because it was such a 
peaceful and satisfying place.  Even if they didn’t care for wine, they loved trying the different 
varieties of grapes, enjoying the sunshine, and exploring the forest nearby.  People voluntarily 
started helping in the garden, not because they expected to be paid, but just because they enjoyed 
the labor.  They were surprised how good it felt to get their hands dirty, to try a tomato directly 
from the vine, to feel the sun warming the backs of their necks as they pulled weeds.  So, over 
time the vineyard became a place of refuge for people.  It was as if a tiny piece of God’s heaven 
had come to earth, to be enjoyed by human beings as a reminder of all that God can do.  
 Eventually, some people who visited the vineyard often asked the owner if they might 
rent some of the land and live there.  They wanted to always experience the beauty and serenity 
that they had found in that place.  The owner thought this was a great idea.  She had some other 
properties in other parts of the world that needed her attention, and thought that maybe an 
arrangement could be made that would benefit everyone involved.  “You can stay here,” the 
owner told the potential tenants.  “I won’t even charge you rent.  I only ask that you take care of 
the vineyard.  Tend the vines, stomp the grapes, age the wine in barrels, harvest the vegetables.  
Keep an eye also on the woods, and even those mountains in the distance.  Do whatever you can 
to preserve them so people can enjoy them for generations.  Be good to each other and take care 
of your neighbors.  Each of you will have times when you are in a position to offer aid to 
someone else, and each of you will have times when you have to accept the assistance of others.  
That’s how this works.  And one last thing -  I still want what the vineyard produces.  You can 
eat what you need, but periodically I’ll send someone to pick up the rest.  You can live here as 
long as you need to, just remember that you are stewards of this place, it isn’t really yours.” 
 The potential tenants thought that all their dreams had come true.  The owner had offered 
them a better deal than they had even dared hope for.  They each picked out a favorite spot on 
the land, built simple homes, and prepared to enjoy the rest of their lives.  There would still be 



work to be done, of course, but it was work they had chosen.  They would be united in their 
efforts to preserve such a unique place.        
 Things went well for awhile.  The vines were pruned when they needed to be, the fruits 
and vegetables planted and harvested, the flowers and animals left to do their thing.   But over 
time, things started to come unraveled.  The original tenants had long since died, and their 
descendants didn’t feel the same connection to the owner.  Most only had vague memories of 
what the owner had asked of them – some had never met her at all.  Gradually, they began to 
forget that there even WAS an owner.  They began thinking that THEY were in charge of it all, 
that THEY had made it all happen.  Oh sure, sometimes a representative of the owner would 
show up, wanting his share of the profits.  Without speaking of it, and almost without realizing 
themselves what they were doing, they began to give the owner less and less of what she was 
entitled to.  They would give the second-rate fruits and vegetables, and hide the best stuff for 
themselves.  Not only would they take what they needed to feed themselves and their families, 
they would hoard produce, certain that a day was coming when there would not be enough to go 
around.  They had to be ready.  The owner noticed a peculiar bitterness to the wine that had not 
been there before.  Something was not right.        
 Once the tenants started forgetting their obligations to the owner, it wasn’t long before 
they forgot their obligations to each other too.  No one took care of each other anymore.  People 
did not socialize together, or keep up with the joys and sorrows of one another’s lives.  Someone 
would fall ill, and no one would notice for days at a time, maybe even weeks.  If one of the older 
members of the community died, there would be a frenzy to take over the parts of the vineyard 
that they had been tending, to get the profits for themselves.  The tenants reached a point where 
they saw each other as competitors for resources, instead of as neighbors and friends.  
 Somehow, during this period, an idea became ingrained in their collective consciousness 
that proved to be the undoing of the community.  They started thinking that they always needed 
more, that bigger was always better, and that their fellow tenants were their enemies.  The 
modest homes on the land were bulldozed over and replaced by huge mansions that encroached 
on space claimed by their neighbors.  Naturally, this led to disputes over boundaries and property 
lines, even though none of them owned the property.  People also collected stuff that they had 
never felt a need for before – extra furniture, gadgets that became obsolete within a few months, 
toys that the children soon outgrew.  Pretty soon there were extra buildings being constructed 
just to hold all the stuff.  Even worse, the vineyard and the garden stopped producing as much 
because they weren’t being cared for as faithfully.  People were busy.  They had to find places to 
put their stuff, and then they had to guard their stuff from the thieving hands of the other tenants.  
But one thing had made their lives easier.  They had discovered GUNS.  Guns saved a lot of time 
and effort.  Instead of talking and working things out when there were disputes, they just brought 
the guns out.  Whoever had the biggest gun that could shoot the most bullets won the argument!.  
It saved a lot of conflict and fistfights.       
 Things had clearly gone in a direction different from what the owner had intended.  A 
harvest time came, and the owner sent representatives to get the produce that was owed to him.  
But the tenants, even though they were all suspicious and guarded with each other, had become 
united around one thing.  They had decided that the owner was their common enemy.  “Who 
does she think she is?” they asked one another.  “He’s not the one slaving away, working fingers 



to the bone, for a few measly grapes, a couple of sorry looking carrots.  We barely have enough 
as it is!  We are not giving this absent person the work of our hands anymore!”  They made a 
collective decision that the most expedient thing to do would be to kill off the servants that the 
owner had sent.  It would take a long time for the word to get back to the owner that this was 
what they had done, and before the owner could sent more debt collectors, they would have time 
to buy more and bigger guns.  It was the perfect solution, really.       
 So, one round of the owner’s representatives gets murdered, and the owner is deeply 
troubled by this – he’s disappointed, hurt, and angry.  He sends another contingent of collectors 
to get the produce from the vineyard.  In the meantime, the tenants have purchased newer, more 
sophisticated guns that can shoot a lot of bullets from far away in a very short time.  The owner’s 
servants were brutally gunned down before they even reached the entrance of the village.  By 
this time, the owner was at her wit’s end.  “I will send my son,” he said.  “Maybe he can talk 
some sense into them.  There’s no reason for them to be behaving this way.  There are plenty of 
fruits and vegetables and wine to go around.  This greedy madness must stop.”   
 But it was not to be.  The heir showed up, and he was treated just as badly as the other 
people who had come to collect the fruits of the land.  Even more wrenching, the son seemed to 
not only experience his own pain, he also clearly was feeling the suffering of all who had come 
before him and all who would come after him.  As the son approached the vineyard, chaos broke 
out.  Everyone ran for their guns and wanted to be the one to say that they had killed the 
landowners’ heir.  People began shooting indiscriminately, without thought to who might be in 
their path.  By the time calm was restored, 59 people were dead, and hundreds more were 
injured.  And the heir bore the wounds of them all. When the tenants saw the son’s agony, some 
of them began to regret what they had done.  They wondered what had possessed them to behave 
in such a way.  Even as their collective conscience troubled them, they were not able to envision 
an alternative to the way they were living.  They had lost sight of how things could be.  As 
human beings so often do, they began to point fingers at other people, to shift the blame away 
from themselves.  They wondered how things had reached this point, but no one wanted to take 
responsibility for what had happened, or to try to find a different way of living together.  
 The owner of the vineyard was heartbroken by the state of things.  After the murder of 
her son, she questioned why she even bothered trying to help such misguided wretches.  But still 
he knew that these were his people, the sheep of his pasture, and he had to confront them about 
their wickedness.  As painful as it was, he made the journey to the vineyard to see for himself 
what damage the tenants had wrought.  None of it was surprising, but it was tragic all the same.  
The land was not tended, the air and water were polluted, the animals had left to seek a safer 
place.  The people stayed locked behind their doors, not forming relationships with each other or 
caring about the health of the community.  It was a pitiful state of affairs.    
 And yet, the landowner still had hope.  She sternly told the tenants that they could no 
longer be responsible for the vineyard.  They would have to find a new place to live and work.  
The owner would find other tenants who would be obedient and faithful to the promises they had 
made.  But there was still a glimmer of light – the owner promised that she would leave the door 
open for them to be welcomed home.  “When you turn away from greed and hatred,” he said, 
“when you put down your weapons and recommit to living within the promises we have made to 
each other, there will be a place for you here.  Repent, and you can return.” 



 

Let us pray: 

Loving and creative God, help us to find ourselves in the stories of our faith.  Whether we 
identify with the mistreated servants or the wicked tenants, we remember that we all find our 
hope in you.  We know that whenever we mistreat each other, we unjustly murder your Son all 
over again.  Help us to repent where we need to turn away from sin, and give us the courage to 
speak out against injustice and unfaithfulness.  May we cultivate and harvest the fruits of your 
Spirit, so that the world might know that the way is always open for us to return to you.  In 
Jesus’ name, Amen.          

 

      

 


