Matthew 21:33-43

33 ‘Listen to another parable. There was a landowner who planted a vineyard, put a fence around it, dug a wine press in it, and built a watch-tower. Then he leased it to tenants and went to another country. 34When the harvest time had come, he sent his slaves to the tenants to collect his produce. 35But the tenants seized his slaves and beat one, killed another, and stoned another. 36Again he sent other slaves, more than the first; and they treated them in the same way. 37Finally he sent his son to them, saying, “They will respect my son.” 38But when the tenants saw the son, they said to themselves, “This is the heir; come, let us kill him and get his inheritance.” 39So they seized him, threw him out of the vineyard, and killed him. 40Now when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants?’ 41They said to him, ‘He will put those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the produce at the harvest time.’

42 Jesus said to them, ‘Have you never read in the scriptures:
“The stone that the builders rejected
   has become the cornerstone;*
this was the Lord’s doing,
   and it is amazing in our eyes”?
43Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom.*
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This is a strange and troubling parable.  A landowner plants a vineyard.  He puts a fence around it, digs a wine press, builds a watchtower, and gives the tenants everything they need for the vineyard to flourish.  Then he entrusts the vineyard to them.  When harvest time comes, he sends his servants to collect what belongs to him.  But the tenants beat one, kill another, and stone another.  So the landowner sends more servants.  And when they are treated the same way, he does something even more surprising.  He sends his son.

From a human point of view, we might ask, “Why does he keep trying?”  Perhaps that is exactly the question Jesus wants us to ask.  Because beneath this violent story we see something extraordinary: the extravagant and persistent love of God.
If you recall from last week, Jesus tells this parable to the chief priests and elders
who had questioned his authority.  He is speaking within Israel’s prophetic tradition.  Again and again, God sent prophets to call God's people back to faithfulness.  Again and again, they were rejected.
And now the landowner sends his son.  But the tenants say, “This is the heir.
Come, let us kill him and get his inheritance.”  They seize him, throw him out of the vineyard and kill him.

Jesus is speaking about himself.  Matthew tells this story
in the shadow of the cross.

But rejection is not the end of the story.  Jesus says, “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.”  The one who is rejected
becomes the foundation of what God is building.  They can reject the Son, but they cannot defeat the love of God.  Even the cross cannot stop God's redemptive purpose.

What humanity rejects, God makes the cornerstone.  That is how persistent God's love is.  

And now the parable turns toward us.  We, too, have been entrusted with a vineyard.  We have been entrusted with God's creation, with one another, with the gospel, with our gifts and resources, and with Christ's church.  But the vineyard does not belong to the tenants.
The tenants forgot that.  They were tenants, but they wanted to become owners.

Sometimes we do the same.  We begin to think:  My life belongs to me.  My time belongs to me.  My money belongs to me.  My gifts belong to me.  

Even the church can become something we think belongs to us.  But Jesus reminds us: We are not owners.  We are stewards.

And God expects the vineyard to bear fruit.  Not simply to survive.  Not simply to maintain what we have.  But to bear fruit.

Let’s look at verses 40 and 41:

40Now when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants?’ 41They said to him, ‘He will put those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the produce at the harvest time.’

What is Jesus reminding the chief priests and eldrs?  The kingdom of God will be given to a people who “produce the fruits of the kingdom.”

What does that fruit look like?  Love and mercy.  Justice and forgiveness.  Faithfulness and compassion.  In other words, God expects the vineyard to look something like the God who planted it.  And notice that Jesus speaks about a people who produce fruit.  We do this together.  And that “we” is much bigger than La Habra United Methodist Church.

Today is World Communion Sunday.  Around the world, Christians gather at Christ's table.  We speak different languages.  We come from different cultures
and different traditions.  We do not always understand one another.  We certainly do not always agree.  But we have one cornerstone: Jesus Christ.
Christian unity does not come because we all think alike or worship alike.  Our unity comes from Christ.  And upon that cornerstone, God is building a people


called to bear fruit.  This also reminds us that God's persistent love is not permission to remain unchanged.  There is accountability in this parable.

Grace calls us to faithfulness.  God has entrusted the vineyard to us because God desires a harvest— a people through whom the world can see what God's love looks like.  And that brings us to this table.

The tenants forgot
that the vineyard was not theirs.  At this table, we remember the same truth. The church is not ours.  The table is not ours.  They belong to Christ.  We do not decide who is worthy of God's grace.  Christ invites us.  And today that invitation reaches around the world.  People we will never meet are receiving the bread and cup.  They may speak differently, worship differently,
and live very different lives from ours.  But Christ is their cornerstone, too.
So today we come to Christ's table as people who have received God's extravagant and persistent love.  But we do not come only to receive.  We come so that God's love may bear fruit in us.  Love.  Mercy.  Justice.  Forgiveness.  Compassion.

The vineyard belongs to God.  Christ is our cornerstone.  The table belongs to Christ.  And the love we receive is meant to be shared.
So come to the table.  Receive again the extravagant and persistent love of God.

And then carry that love beyond these walls, until God's vineyard bears fruit
wherever God has planted us.

Amen.

Responsive Prayer after the Sermon
Gracious and loving God, we thank you for your extravagant and persistent love. You have entrusted us with your vineyard, your people, and your gifts. Help us not simply to hold on to what we have received, but to let your love bear fruit through our lives. As we come to Christ’s table, fill us with love, mercy, compassion, and courage to serve. May the love we receive today become the love we carry beyond these walls. In Christ’s name we pray. Amen.
