A.27th Sunday in Ordinary Time #3                                                                Mt21: 33-43

Scene

Jesus tells the Parable of the Vineyard to relate the harsh treatment given to him to the same type of treatment given to God’s earlier prophets.

Background

This is the second parable of three (See A26#3 for more background) whereby Jesus warns his enemies of their own fate as a result of opposing him. This parable is similar to (even based on) the Parable of the Vineyard as found in Is5: 1-7. (See the first reading.) However, it has been significantly modified by the time it appears in Mk12: 1-12, on which Mt is dependent. In Is5: 1-7 there is no mention of tenant farmers who in the Synoptic versions are to be put to death and the vineyard handed over to others. (In Isaiah the vineyard is to be destroyed altogether.) Here, in Mt, the parable functions as a controversy that shows how and why Jesus’ opponents (the chief priests and Pharisees) wanted to kill him. In Mt it is the tenant farmers (the leaders) who must be replaced, not the vineyard itself. The Synoptic parable has considerable allegorical content. The owner stands for God. The vineyard stands for Israel. The fruits represent righteousness. The tenants represent the leaders of Israel and the slaves the prophets. Of course, the son represents Jesus himself. Jesus is teaching that he is the Messiah acting in his Father’s name, but destined nonetheless to be slain (outside the vineyard of Israel).

Readers in late first-century Palestine or Syria would be familiar with the economic system presupposed in this parable. It was common for (absentee) landlords to lease their farms and vineyards to sharecroppers who worked the land in exchange for a fee or for a percentage of the yield. The bulk of the profits would go to the owner, who at appropriate times would send his agents to collect what was owed him. 

Text

v. 33 There was a landowner who planted a vineyard: The subsequent details of the story reveal that this was an investment, not a project the owner planned to be personally involved in developing. While God is ever present, recognized as such or not, he behaves in a way similar to an absentee landlord, leaving great freedom to the tenants to do as they will, at least until audit time. In the story (like Is5: 1-7) the owner did all that he should have done to ensure a good vineyard. He fenced it off as a protection against wild animals. He dug a winepress (two basins cut out of rock or soil, lined with rocks and sealed with plaster, one higher than the other with a connecting channel, so that the grapes trodden under foot in the upper one would flow as juice into the lower one for fermentation). He also built a tower for the watchmen to survey the vineyard and surrounding terrain for marauders, animal or human. Then, after all that, he rented it to tenant vinegrowers and went abroad.

v. 34 When vintage time drew near, he sent his servants to the tenants to obtain his produce: In reality, there would be very little yield in a new vineyard until the fourth year and no great profit until the fifth. Some scholars have maintained that if an owner did not collect rent for four years the land went automatically to the tenants. If this be so, then the later action of the tenants killing the son to get the land might make more sense. However, given the fact that the father/owner was alive made it a foolish and rash act indeed. In the story, this is a thinly veiled reference to the fact that God has right and title to the “produce” of humans’ efforts and will demand at times determined by him his rightful share of the results.

vv. 35-36: A succession of emissaries (representing the prophets) was sent to collect the rent and all were rejected with violence. Jesus and/or Mt tell this story in a way that parallels salvation (really, damnation) history.

v. 37 Finally, he sent his son to them, thinking, “They will respect my son.”: A typical businessman would have evicted these recalcitrant tenants long before what this owner did, sending his very son, thus illustrating the compassionate patience of God. Jesus is telling his listeners, his opponents, that he is that (divinely sent) son.

v. 38 “Let us kill him and acquire his inheritance.”: The only plausible explanation for this wacky reasoning is that the tenants must have thought the son’s appearance meant the father/owner was dead. After all, it was rather strange for a man to risk sending his own son, especially given the maltreatment of former emissaries. With the son dead too there would be no one to collect the rent and they would automatically after a time inherit the land, a form of “squatters rights.” Of course, they were mistaken. The father was very much alive.

v. 39 threw him out of the vineyard and killed him: Mt changes Mk12: 8 (where they first kill him and then throw him out) to conform to the later fact that Jesus’ death occurred outside the walls of Jerusalem, the vineyard of Israel (27: 33).

vv. 40-41 lease his vineyard to other tenants: Jesus asks the damning question and makes his opponents condemn themselves, much like Is5: 3-4 and 2Sam12: 1-7 and in v. 25 and 31of this chapter.

v. 42 Did you never read in the scriptures?: Mt has used this form of question elsewhere (12:3, 5; 19: 4; 21: 16: 22: 31). The formula emphasizes that the correct reading of the Scriptures can only happen with Jesus as the authoritative interpreter.

The stone…rejected, has become the cornerstone: Jesus drives home his pint by quoting Ps111: 22-23, a very important quote in the early Church. “Cornerstone” translates “head of the corner” in this LXX version. It could mean “cornerstone” (which keeps the walls of a building together) or “capstone” (which hold up an arch or a gateway. In either event it is the critical and crucial piece of a structure. The point is clear: what humans reject can well be what God approves of. It’s like the case of a stone which builders erroneously at first, rejected as unsuitable or useless, in due course came to be recognized as just the right fit for the most important (linking or supporting) stone of the entire structure. The image fit Jesus to a tee. (In fact, there is a nice play on words here in the Hebrew. The word for stone (Hb ‘eben) and the word for “son”(Hb ben) sound almost identical.)

v. 43 Therefore, I say to you: Jesus removes the veils. No more cryptic language, no more parabolic imagery. He directly addresses the “leaders” (both anointed and self-appointed) of the Jewish nation, their hierarchy. After all those aborted attempts, God sent his own son, his last word, and they rejected him like a stone to be thrown away. They were now about to hand him over to the Romans, to be killed by outsiders, outside the vineyard. The real result of all that will be another irony, similar to the irony of the rejected stone becoming the foundational one. They would lose not only their own lives, but their inheritance. The kingdom would be given to those who would bear fruit, Bearing fruit is Mt’s synonym for doing what righteousness demands. It will become the new criterion for being heir to the inheritance. For deeds speak louder than words. Jesus is speaking of his future church wherein both Jews and Gentiles will do the works pleasing to God and have real leaders who know their true place in the kingdom and do what they should to promote its growth and progress.

Reflection

We can be incredulous at the behavior of Israel, especially her leaders. We can wonder at how stubborn they were, how frequently they missed opportunities to repent, how many times they outright ignored clear warnings from God. We can be incredulous until we look at the history of the Church, Israel’s successor. We have been just as bad, and we have had the benefit of Christ having come among us!

But, more personally, we can see this pattern repeated in our own individual lives and wonder how God puts up with us, how he continues to love and forgive us despite it all. Then, when we add to the times we consciously rejected God’s word, the times when we outright ignored even hearing it, we can really marvel at the patience and strong love of God.

But there is a limit. God is constantly warning us that there is such a thing as too late. We really need to reform our lives every day. If one gig, once-and-for-all, turning to the Lord did it, then our struggles would be over. But it is clear from the history of Israel and the history of the New Israel, the Church, that that does not work. It really is a daily thing wherein we pray for “daily bread.”

Both doing good works or bearing fruit (as Mt likes to say) and backsliding are cumulative. They build up one good or bad deed at a time and amass over time into a rather consistent picture. The tenants in the story (and we are all “tenants” on the earth, which God owns) did not kill the son at the beginning. They started out by just mistreating, graduated to beating and eventually moved on to killing. Both good and evil work that way. That’s surely one of the reasons why God warns us about what we might think are minor wrongs, things we think we can safely get away with. Each one motivates us to a higher or greater level, be it good or evil. Thus the good things we do today for the right motives already contribute to the even better things we will do tomorrow. A “good day” is the best predictor of an even better one tomorrow. Unfortunately, the reverse is true as well. These tenants had become numb to their killer instincts and didn’t think twice about also killing the son. How stupid their wrongdoing had made them and how blind they were to their own undoing!

God had trusted us with this planet, this vineyard. We are like renters, not owners. He trusts that we will not make a junkyard out of it, nor steal its resources for a yard sale to pocket the money. He does not intervene right away when we do wrong, but gives us a chance to count our blessings and come to our senses. If we don’t, God excludes us from his inner circle of life and evicts us from his vineyard. Only then do some discover that this planet was but the entryway to a greater garden. God has given us the raw materials and all the wherewithal we need to grow our personal and communal “economies.” But he leaves the methods up to us. He is no tyrannical taskmaster. However, one day there will be an audit, a reckoning, and we had better have something good to show for our time on the land. We cannot acquire that at the last minute, like cramming for an exam. It must be respectful of the seasons of life, the conditions for growth, and the opportunities seized. It takes a lifetime to grow a life, done day by day, out of gratitude for the opportunity, indeed the grace, to live in God’s garden.

Key Notions

1. God gives us everything we need for life on earth.

2. God expects us to live a good and productive life.

3. Even the results of our labor belong to God.

4. We are renters, not owners, living on God’s earth, breathing God’s air.

5. Acting as masters of our own lives ultimately makes us violent and stupid.

6. There will come a day of reckoning when each must give an account of his/her stewardship of life.

Food For Thought

1. The Genius Of Jesus: There have been many wise teachers throughout human history, but none can come close to the genius of Jesus. Through his parables and sayings he was able to simplify the complexities of life in such a way that virtually everyone could grasp his point. At the same time, his parables call for a personal decision on the listener’s part. The listener can feign ignorance and pretend to not understand what Jesus is getting at. In this parable Jesus has summed up all of salvation history in a short story. He describes the human condition as God sees it, i.e. as it really is. With a stroke of genius he casts God, the creator of the universe in the role of a rich landowner, a vintner. Human beings are tenants on one of his farms, a vineyard. They are like stewards, rather than slaves, entrusted with the care and development of the potential hidden in the land. If they work hard at it and follow the rules for farming they will yield abundant results. The owner lets them keep what they need for a comfortable life, but expects the rest, in the form of “rent,” to be returned to him. After all, he owns the land (as well as the water and the air). However, the tenants have managed to convince themselves that they should be the owners, the masters of their own destiny. They reject the notion that they owe anything to their generous landlord, without whom they would have nothing, no land to work, no grapes to pick in the first place. So, when the owner, God, sends his servants, the prophets, to remind them of their obligations, they reject them, and even reject (indeed kill) his own son. How ingeniously has Jesus described human and salvation history! That is exactly what happened. While it took long centuries for all this to happen, it only took Jesus a few lines and a few minutes to describe it in such a way that everyone could get his point. To his original listeners, Jews, he was telling them that they will lose their privileged place as “tenants” or “attendants” of God’s vineyard, the world, and it will be entrusted to others, the Gentiles. Ironically, this very story would contribute to it coming true. No other wisdom teacher has been able to equal the genius of Jesus.

2. Ingratitude: If the essence of gratitude is remembering, the essence of ingratitude is forgetting. Remembering expands our consciousness; forgetting contracts it. These foolish fellows, representing a propensity in all of us, forgot their real place in the scheme of things. They became so enamored of their own prowess, their own finesse, their own ability to grow grapes, that they forgot they could do nothing were it not for the generosity of the one who supplied them with the potential to do it all. When reminded of their real place in the scheme of things, they resented it. They became blinded by their own propaganda and started to behave in crazy and self-destructive ways. They did stupid things, things that could only make sense if they denied fundamental reality. These tenants represent all of us. We all have the propensity to forget those aspects of reality that do not fit in with our conceits. If we start to act on our foolish desire to be our own master we might start out being foolish in small ways, but eventually, left on our own, we will end up being destructive, especially destructive of relationships, relationships with the environment (the land) with other people (fellow tenants), with God (the owner), even with ourselves. The remedy is to cultivate gratitude, to fold it into every aspect of daily life, to never forget fundamental realities, to realize that an account must be rendered to God one day and to realize that all of life is a gift, not an entitlement. If we forget the gift aspect of life, how could we ever remember to be grateful for it?
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