
 
  
  
 Look at this landowner, how he loves, how he cares for his crop. Before anything 
else, Jesus wants us to see how much this landowner loves and cares – he plants, he 
builds a fence, digs a wine press, and builds a tower.  
 
 My grandmother was a winemaker. I enjoyed from time to time the fruit of her 
lush backyard kingdom, but never fully understood it until I worked with her in the 
vineyard of her North Alabama plot one year. She put on a wide-brimmed hat, trudged 
out into the soggy fence-row, and prepared to do battle with bugs, snakes, soil either too 
dry or too moist; all for the sake of her grapes, blackberries, blueberries, muscadines, and 
other assorted fruits harvested to go into her wines.  
 

I always looked forward to the harvesting of all that fruit, because I knew that not 
long after the harvest, after she had nurtured the painstaking process of turning the 
harvest into wine, I would be invited to sit at the table in their home and take a sip. As a 
young teen at the time, this sipping was exotic, a little forbidden, and altogether lovely. 
The lovely part was not necessary the taste, which to my young palette was often 
overwhelming, but rather the joy I saw in my grandmother’s eyes as she watched me sip. 
She would ask, “What do you think?” I always responded, “Great!” even if it tasted like it 
was one small stepped removed from moonshine with a blueberry thrown in as an 
afterthought. I didn’t want to do or say anything to dim her joy, to dampen her love. 

 
Look at the landowner, the care he takes in planting, protecting, and preparing his 

land for the great harvest that will come.  
 
There is no reason to believe that the owner will not exercise the same care in 

selecting leasers to tend his crop, to live on his land, and to bring the crop to harvest as he 
did in planting the crop and preparing it for harvest. No owner is going to go to all that 
trouble and then turn it over to people unprepared to care for it in his absence.   

 
The owner leaves his beloved vineyard in the hands of trusted stewards, leasing the 

land and working it for an expected harvest.  
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But something goes terribly, terribly wrong. The landowner thought he knew who 
these people were. It doesn’t occur to him that they might be greedy. They begin thinking 
that the crop belongs to them, that they’ve earned the right to the harvest themselves. 
They begin to behave as owners themselves, as if the actual owner were dead. 

 
The owner sends his slaves to collect his beloved harvest. The slaves are subjected 

to horrible treatment – beating, killing, stoning.  
 
And that’s when this parable takes a strange turn. Jesus’ audience would expect the 

story to end now with the return of the landowner to take care of business and take care 
of these no good leasers. Instead, inexplicably, he sends slaves again, more than the 
previous time. The slaves are given the exact same treatment. 

 
Now surely the owner will get his revenge. Instead, believing that his own son will 

garner respect, he sends him. 
 
But rather than respect, all the tenants can think of when they see the son is money. 

Displaying the flawed thinking that greed can garner, they suppose if they kill the heir, 
somehow they will receive the inheritance. They first dishonor him by throwing him out 
of the vineyard, and then they kill him.  
 

So what, asks Jesus, do you think the owner is going to do when he returns? And, 
not realizing they are stepping into the trap Jesus has cleverly laid for them, they 
announce that those “miserable wretches” should be put to death. 

 
Only now does Jesus reveal that those listening to him, the Jewish religious 

leadership, are the subject of the parable. They were entrusted with the kingdom. But 
those to whom it was entrusted began behaving not as stewards, as tenants, but as owners. 

 
And so God sends prophets. Amos came and preached, “Let justice roll down like 

waters, and righteousness like an ever-flowing stream.” God sends Micah, who asks the 
people, “What does the Lord require of you, but to do justice, and to love kindness, and 
to walk humbly with your God.”  Each one calling the people back to the heart of their 
vocation – the blessing of God through them to the world. Most of them met with a 
hostile reception, not from the people, but from those who were chosen to lead the 
people. 

 
But God never gives up on the promise, never gives up on the vineyard. Finally, in 

an act of love and grace like no other, God sends the Son. Surely the coming of the Son 



will help the tenants see themselves as tenants, stewards and not owners. Surely they will 
rediscover their vocation to be bearers of Kingdom fruit.  

 
They do not see the son as gift, but as threat. So they take him outside the vineyard 

and kill him.  
 
They are guilty, these tenants, of forgetting they are tenants. The parable is 

certainly in this context an indictment not of all Jews, but of the Jewish leadership in the 
time of Jesus, who were so concerned with maintaining power and favor they refused to 
remember they were blessed to be a blessing. They were corrupt, in collusion with Rome, 
and had lost sight of their high calling – to bear Kingdom fruit. But God takes the one 
rejected by others, and makes him the chief cornerstone of the Kingdom, a Kingdom 
confined not to a building, but all over the beloved earth in the hearts of the people of 
God. 

 
On this day when we join hands with brothers and sisters around the world, we do 

well not to see this text as a parable for other people, not as another ill-conceived 
opportunity to blame the Jews, but as a parable for us. We are also now tenants in God’s 
vineyard, called to bear the fruit of the Kingdom. 

 
We know the vineyard is groaning under the weight of so much. We can name the 

threats – the virus, natural disasters like hurricanes and wildfires, a racial reckoning, 
political divisions that threaten violence, and on and on.  

 
But on this day when we come to the table, set around the world, let us also 

acknowledge what becomes clear when we eat this bread and drink this cup – God loves 
the vineyard, God loves this world, God’s kingdom is among us and God will never give 
up on the vineyard, God will love us back to life. 

 
And so let us eat and drink deeply of this love and care, and then let us go into the 

world responding. The world is transformed when the tenants of the loving, forgiving 
owner bear the fruit of the kingdom. Amen. 


