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Imagine for a moment that you were present as Jesus shared this parable.  
You can be a one of the chief priests, a faithful disciple, or simply a person 
fascinated with the teachings of this man named Jesus. You are in the temple 
listening to Jesus share this parable right after hearing him respond to having his 
authority questioned and sharing the Parable of the Two Sons which was our text 
for last week.  What are you feeling?  Are you just listening to a story or are you 
already beginning to understand the parable?  Are you recognizing who the people 
in the parable represent? 

As any of those present for the parable or those first readers of Matthew’s 
gospel, you would have immediately known this parable is referencing the fifth 
chapter of Isaiah where the God is the vineyard owner and Israel is the vineyard.  

But from there, each must determine the remaining puzzle pieces. The 
tenants, the ones responsible for the harvest, represent the religious leaders 
entrusted by God to lead the people of Israel. The slaves that are sent again and 
again to the vineyard on behalf of the landowner only to be abused, rejected or 
killed represent the prophets who have faithfully come in the name of God.  And 
then that last piece of the puzzle, which is always the most obvious piece to put in 
place, is Jesus as the owner’s son who comes to collect the fruits of the harvest on 
behalf of his father only to be met by greedy tenants who throw him out of the 
vineyard and kill him. 

It is wonderful that the parable would have spoken to the original audience, 
but what about us?  What does it have to say to us today when the closest most of 
us have come to caring for a vineyard is enjoying a wine tasting?  
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 The first thing that I noticed about this parable is how the vineyard owner 
has done everything in his power to care for the vineyard.  He not only carefully 
planted the vineyard but also put a fence around it to preserve the vines and allow 
them to grow. Then the vineyard owner built a watchtower to protect the vineyard 
which he clearly expected to produce an abundance of fruit since he also dug a 
wine press in it. Finally, the owner entrusted all he had created into the hands of 
the tenants that he obviously believed would care for and nurture the vineyard like 
it was their own. 

As I reflected on the tenants, I realized it is a word that doesn’t resonate with 
as many in our culture these days. Some of us are tenants who rent our homes, but 
many of us own our homes or feel like we own them even if we are still paying off 
our mortgage.  

In our culture, it can be easy for us to fall into the same mentality of the 
tenants in the parable. After tending the land for so long as if it was their own, the 
tenants begin acting more like owners of the vineyard and falling into a sense of 
entitlement to the land for which they have been entrusted. 

We are God’s tenants as individuals and as the church. All we have is God’s.  
All that we hold so dear and feel belongs to us, truly belongs to God. All we have 
are gifts from God. Gifts that God is entrusting us to nurture. What kind of tenants 
do we want to be? 

All we think we own can be taken away in a heartbeat.  Unfortunately, the 
families of the 58 people who were killed and hundreds of others injured the Las 
Vegas shooting this past week know this all too well.  As we learn about the 
victims, we don’t hear about what possessions they had acquired but instead about 
the stories of their lives.  We hear people talk about their hearts, about the love 
they shared with another, about the patience that showed to others, about the 
compassion they had, about how they lived their lives serving others, about how 
they freely shared their God given gifts. 

In these stories, we learned how they embodied the fruits of the Spirit which 
Paul described in Galatians as love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, 
faithfulness, gentleness and self-control. All of which are how we are called to live 
a life of abundance in the world. 
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I have been reading about vocation and discernment this past couple weeks 
for the class I am taking at Austin Presbyterian Theological Seminary.  As I listen 
to loved ones share about those dear to them who died in this awful attack, it 
sounds to me that some had truly found their vocation in this world.   

 In Parker Palmer’s book Let Your Life Speak1, he writes “Vocation does not 
mean a goal that I pursue. It means a calling that I hear.  Before I can tell my life 
what I want to do with it, I must listen to my life telling me who I am.”  Many of 
these stories we have heard about the victims in the last week show that the person 
had listened to their life.  The stories show they recognized who they were, 
discerned what God was calling them to do, and lived into their calling.  

Later in Let Your Life Speak2, Palmer speaks of the seasons as a metaphor 
for vocation and living our true life. In his reflections about spring, he writes “The 
gift of life, which seemed to be withdrawn in winter has been given once again, 
and nature, rather than hoarding it, gives it all away… if you receive a gift you 
keep it alive not by clinging to it but by passing it along…Nature teaches us a 
steady lesson: if we want to save our lives, we cannot cling to them but must spend 
them with abandon.” The cycle of nature produces abundance. Unfortunately, 
human nature seems to default to scarcity as the law of life.  

I must admit that often when I sit to write, whether for a sermon or for 
another reason, the language in my head can be full of scarcity as I ask myself 
“What if I don’t have anything to say?”  Then in my better moments, I realize my 
biggest reason for this scarcity mentality is the use of my pronoun.  Did you catch 
it in my question?  “What if I don’t have anything to say?”  

In these moments, I am viewing myself as the vineyard owner instead of the 
tenant. I slip into believing I am the one who comes up with what to say instead of 
recognizing it is the Spirit within me guiding all my thoughts and words- whether 
they are sermon words or words I share sitting with a friend. All the gifts I have, all 
the gifts we have, come from God. As Christians, we are called to be good tenants, 
but as humans, we can be prone to hoard our God given talents for ourselves 

                                                           
1 Parker Palmer, Let Your Life Speak, p 4 
2 Parker Palmer, Let Your Life Speak, p 105 
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instead of returning the fruits of the kingdom to God by using our time and our 
talents to love others. 

This is a difficult parable to hear.  When I first read it while preparing for 
today, I was consumed with the violence, but as I reflected more, my focus began 
to change.  The vineyard owner is reluctant to give up on the tenants. Instead of 
violence, I now see unconditional love. 

This is the kingdom of God drawing near. God, our beloved vineyard owner, 
does not give up on us, but instead freely sent God’s own son into this violent, 
volatile world to turn the world upside down, to make the last first, to offer love 
and grace to all, and to show abundant generosity in a world filled with scarcity.  

Preaching should take the scripture text and address it in light of whatever is 
currently facing the church and this parable does exactly that. The chief priests and 
elders recognized that the parable was about them and Israel but the preaching 
didn’t stop there. With how it was told, all these years later we are able to 
recognize the message is also for us as individuals and as church. Will we return 
God’s generosity with scarcity and keep our time and talents for ourselves or will 
we return the fruits of the kingdom to God by loving others through our words and 
actions? 

The tenants are living with an attitude of scarcity whereas the vineyard 
owner has a heart of abundance. The tenants beat and kill the slaves and then the 
son out of greed and selfishness while the vineyard owner doesn’t give up on the 
tenants but instead continues to send faithful messengers. 

God keeps sending bearers of light and love to his beloved.  The ongoing 
question is “Do we have eyes to see, ears to hear, and hearts to feel the presence of 
God through those light bearers?” I believe we have seen and heard God during 
our listening across the lines of race discussions the past month with our friends 
from Shorter Chapel.  We have seen and heard God in the more structured 
conversations during the program discussions but also in connections made while 
breaking bread together at table or in the countless conversations that continued 
throughout the spaces after the programs had concluded. 
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I think my heart was most aware of God’s presence as we closed in prayer 
this past Wednesday night.  As we stood hand in hand weaving ourselves in and 
out of the pews throughout the sanctuary at Shorter Chapel, Pastor Hill began to 
pray.  During the prayer, he paused ever so briefly and then began to sing the first 
words of a hymn and the group immediately joined as I invite you to do now: 

There’s a sweet, sweet Spirit in this place  
and I know that it’s the Spirit of the Lord;  
there are sweet expressions on each face,  
and I know that it’s the presence of the Lord.  
Sweet Holy Spirit, sweet heavenly Dove,  
stay right here with us, filling us with you love;  
and for these blessings we lift our hearts in praise;  
without a doubt we’ll know that we have been revived  
when we shall leave this place.3 

 
I learned this hymn was written in 1962 by an African American gospel 

songwriter, Doris Mae Akers, the day after she encountered the Holy Spirit during 
a time of prayer with the interracial choir of which she was a member. The hymn is 
described as “expressing in simple, heartfelt language the work of the Holy Spirit 
as it works in the life of the church.”  

As we sang in unison those sweet words Wednesday night, I believe we 
were returning the fruits of the kingdom with our hearts and voices just as we had 
been returning the fruits of the kingdom through the conversations throughout the 
month. As the lyrics beautifully say, may the Spirit fill us with God’s love and then 
for all the blessings, let us respond by lifting our hearts in praise and returning the 
fruits of the kingdom to God with hearts of abundance. Amen.  

 

                                                           
3 Glory to God The Presbyterian Hymnal, #408 


