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I have spent the weekend with my son and daughter-in-law 
 and their nine-month old, my granddaughter, Henley. 
Spending time with a baby, so vulnerable, so frail and yet so  
 able to inspire love and hope for the future 
  must be one of the most healing and life-giving things one can do. 
 This is a grandmother speaking, of course. 
  I do remember that raising one’s own babies 
   along with being wonderful, can also be  
    overwhelming and really exhausting. 
But there is no doubt that being with my tiny granddaughter 
 was profoundly healing after the sorrows of last week. 
The events in Las Vegas last Sunday night top the list 
 of difficult events to fathom. 
  We are a full week on and there is still there is little information  
   to give us insight into the perpetrator’s motive, other than malignant 
    psychopathy, which may be as far as we ever get.  
 Couple that with all the things going on in Puerto Rico,      
  with yet another hurricane, 
   and the other places in our nation that are still suffering, 
    and we as a nation have been reeling for some time. 
So, yes, seeing my son and daughter-in-law 
 and holding their little girl in my arms  
  has been helpful and hopeful and just plain good. 
 
When I turned to the lectionary at the beginning of the week 
 to see what the Spirit had in mind for us today, 
  I found an agricultural tale full of violence and betrayal. 
Fear, greed, and entitlement lead the tenants on the land 
 to kill the landlord's agents--and finally his son. 
We know that Jesus is telling his own story in the form of a parable, 
 but those who are listening 
  think he is only telling a vengeance tale. 
 
The context, as always, is important. 
Jesus has been teaching in the Temple in Jerusalem. 
 The religious elites are plotting his end. 
  They have been asking Jesus questions full of pitfalls, 
   such as by what authority does he teach. 
    So far Jesus has escaped their traps. 
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This reading and the three that follow in the next three weeks 
 all take part in an atmosphere of danger, confrontation, and conflict, 
  which, given the swirl of events around us  
   feels particularly fitting. 
Things are tense and unstable, and here is Jesus  
 telling the parable of the vineyard, 
  which makes the authorities even more furious. 
It’s a thinly veiled story  
 about how God, the true owner of all that is, 
  has sent many servants to collect from the people 
   the allegiance that justly belongs to God. 
    Judges, kings, and prophets have come in God's name,  
     only to be scorned, and even killed. 
Now the owner is sending his son, 
 saying "Surely they will respect my heir," 
  but the people see it as the best opportunity of all 
   to rid themselves of the rule  
    of a Landlord they don't want any part of. 
 
The story captures all the class conflict, precariousness and pressure 
 of the actual economic arrangements in the Roman empire 
  between absentee landlords and their tenants, 
   who see no reason why they should hand over  
    the fruits of their efforts on the land. 
That, of course, is the crux of things. 
 The tenants don't want any part of paying rent. 
They have convinced themselves that they deserve the land 
 and all its bounty; that they really don't owe anything  
  to a landlord whose presence in their lives is too remote to be real. 
 

When you think about it, it's an old, old, story. 
 It's the story of Adam and Eve in the garden 
  going after the one thing they were told they shouldn't have. 
It's the story of Jacob stealing his brother's birthright 
 because he was clever and he could. 
Its Joseph's brothers fed up with their coddled dreamer of a baby brother, 
 selling him out of sight without one thought 
  for the pain it would cause their father. 
It's the story of mortgage lenders who were making money 
 and wanted to go on making more 
  and they saw no regulation or reason to stop. 
It's the story of for profit health care in the United States, which performs worse
  while spending more than any other nation 
It's our story whenever we convince ourselves that 
 something we want is right because we want it,  
  without noticing the price we --or anyone else--might have to pay. 
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Jesus patterns his story after the Hebrew poem about a vineyard, 
 that Ed read from Isaiah 5,  
  a poem Jesus’ listeners would have recognized and probably known by
    heart. 
In Isaiah's poem, God plants a vineyard with choice vines, 
  waters and walls it from predators; protects it with a watchtower, 
  does everything for it that could possibly be done 
   to ensure a fine harvest of lush, sweet-tasting fruit. 
       But it produces wild grapes, bitter and useless. 
God cries out, "What more could I have done?" 
 then removes the protections from the now useless vineyard.  
 

In the parable in Matthew, Jesus asks the authorities 
 what should the landlord do to the violent tenants 
  who kill the landlord's son, 
   and they have a ready answer, also violent.  
They say the landlord should put those wretches to a miserable death 
 and lease the land to tenants who will hand over the harvest. 
  It’s a purely economic answer and a violent one too. 
 
Who calls for violent vengeance is important:   
 It’s the religious and political elites, not Jesus.  
What he does is quote Psalm 118 
 about a stone rejected by builders 
  but which became the most important stone of all, 
   the cornerstone which bears the weight of the walls. 
The cornerstone he’s referring to is himself and his death on the cross. 
 His response to human violence and wrong 
  will be to bear the weight of it himself 
   to be falsely accused, brutalized, and put to death, 
    even though he is completely innocent. 
  He will bear all the weight human violence and change it forever,  
   but that story lies further down the road.  
For today, he says one more thing. 
 The kingdom will be experienced only by those who are fruitful. 
The fruit of the land that God is yearning for us to provide 
 is found in the other reading for today, 
  the fruit promised by living out the Ten Commandments. 
John Calvin thought it wise not just to read the commandments 
 but also to use them dramatically in worship 
  several times a year. 
   the way we did today as our call to confession.  
That is what God’s commandments have always been, a call, 
 a means for moving toward God and one another. 
All those “nots” are not negatives. 
 They are the language in which 
  the legal contracts of the day were written, 
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   The commandments are the points in a contract, 
    made between God and the people of Israel, our ancestors. 
God promised to be their God 
 and Israel promised to be God’s people. 
  The commandments are a call to faithful relationship, 
   both personal and economic. 
Our covenant relationships with God and with one another and the earth, 
 that is the fruit, the rent, God asks for. 
Do you see how amazing that is? 
 The rent the Landlord asks for, the fruit of following God’s commands, 
  is good and just relationships among neighbors: 
   honesty, respect within families,  fair working conditions,  
    upright speech, the refusal to want or take things that are not ours. 
This way of life, this fruitfulness takes nothing away from us. 
 On the contrary, living as God wants us to live  
  sustains and protects us and keeps us from the harm  
   that comes when people treat each other as objects to be used  
    for revenge or for economic gain or for target practice. 
The rent payment, the fruit of living up to God’s commands, 
 is nothing but grace and goodness. 
Contrast that with what is coming out about the perpetrator in Las Vegas. 
 He focused his life on not having to rely on anyone, 
  He seldom spoke to his neighbors, and, according to his brother, 
    was obsessed with being in complete control.   
 When he did interact, he placed himself above others  
  and went out of his way for no one. 
   He was isolated, arrogant, self-focused, secretive, and murderous. 
 
The vineyard in the poem, by contrast is a place of peace, of balance 
 where no one needs to be above others because the vineyard 
  has everything we could possibly need, including  
   a fence for safety, a well, a winepress, and a watchtower. 
    Everything for a good and even festive life      
     to be lived in the vineyard. 
Beloved, the commandments don’t describe some joyless grind, 
 they are a pathway to abundant life. 
But even more astonishing to me is the way the Landlord 
 tries again and again to collect the “rent,” 
  this way of life that is festive, abundant, balanced and just. 
The Landlord sends waves of emissaries to the land 
 to try and convince us to live covenant lives. 
  When the first agents are beaten and rebuffed, 
   the Landlord doesn’t react with violence: 
    The landlord sends a larger number of agents. 
When they are rebuffed in turn, he still does not react in anger, 
 but sends his own son. 
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When the son is killed, Jesus leaves the framework of the parable 
 and asks all the listeners: 
  “What should the landlord do to the ungrateful tenants?” 
 
The end of the story points out the completely different answer that God gives 
 than the one people inevitably choose. 
  “Exact justice, we say, Get the bums, make ‘em suffer.” 
   Violet force is some people’s favorite answer      
    when things go really wrong. 
God’s answer is so startlingly not like that, 
 that it is almost impossible to understand.  
 
If what I say next sounds familiar,  
 it’s because I wrote it for the MidWeek this week 
   to help us, and myself, cope with the news from Las Vegas. 
God reacts to violence with its opposite, with defenseless vulnerability. 
 God meets force with defenseless love.  
This is not easy for us. It’s not what we want, 
 especially not when the innocent suffer,  
  but it is the way God always chooses and always will.  
Those who find the power of defenselessness too confusing 
 may flock to churches that announce “God has a reason” or is “in control” 
  of senseless events—a terrible, senseless lie. 
Beloved, God was in Las Vegas, but not in order to be in control.  
 Control is a form of human power,  
  the kind of power the gunman wielded.  
God’s power is the power of weakness, of helplessness, 
 as incapable of harm like my tiny grandchild.  
  Remember God came into human life as a helpless infant. 
God suffered in Las Vegas alongside the dying and the wounded,  
 and is suffering with the wounded and the mourning still  
  as they struggle to go on. In Las Vegas, in Puerto Rico, in Texas, 
    in Cuba, in Florida, everywhere. 
If that seems useless to you, please try to remember  
 that God’s defenseless power is superior  
  to every other power on earth. 
   It may not seem to triumph, but it does, 
    and nothing will ever defeat it. Nothing. 
We harness that power when we decide to live in the vineyard,  
 in the Realm of God, to live as covenant people 
   who treat other people as God does,  
    who see the world and all that we have as God’s gift.  
When I wrote these words in the MidWeek 
 I said we would begin to hear stores from the Realm of God  
  as they unfolded in Las Vegas, and we have. 
There is Jonathan Smith, a young man who saved at least 30 people 
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 and who will live with a bullet in his neck for the rest of his life. 
There are the strangers who threw themselves  
 on other strangers, then guided them to safety during a pause in the attack. 
There is Taylor Winston, who found a utility van with a key 
 and ferried three groups of wounded people to the hospital;  
There are the nurses and combat medics who had come as concert goers 
 but switched into ER or medic mode  
  instantly caring for the wounded around them 
   instead of fleeing the scene. 
There are the stories of first responders, 
 who went toward the danger as others struggled to get away. 
And there are the people with no training 
 who also risked and sacrificed to save others 
  some of whom lost their own lives as a result of that choice. 
 
God was present and at work in those who suffered 
 and all those who acted as neighbors in the Realm of God.  
And we, too, are people in God’s Realm,  
 and we, too, can choose every day what we’re going serve: 
  The endless violence around us that will never stop  
   or its opposite: vulnerable, life-giving love.  Amen. 
 
 
Let us pray:  Lord God, Landlord and Creator, help us to bear fruit – the fruit of 
kindness, community, justice and, yes Lord, even peace.  Amen. 


