Sunday, January 22, 2012
Parable Talk: Discerning the Mind of God
Isaiah 5:1-7; Matt. 21:33-44

Jesus liked telling left-handed stories –stories whose meaning didn’t hit you between the eyes but carried a punch just the same.  Jesus’ stories always had a ‘you figure it out’ component and often with a caveat – ‘once you do, let’s talk.’

My mother as well as being a strong Christian, was a crossword puzzle fanatic.  I think the thing she enjoyed most about her daily newspaper were the puzzles.  She particularly enjoyed the riddle crossword – where the point of the crossword was to complete a riddle – she liked the challenge and she always had a euphoric sense of delight when she came up with the right answer.

For some, the parables of Jesus are a little like that.  Once they figure out the underlying message, there’s often a sense of delight – “Hey, I get what he’s talking about!” but this isn’t always the case.  Sometimes people figure out a story only to discover that there’s a word of criticism or judgement directed at them - ouch!  The Parable of the Landowner is such a story.

Here’s how the story goes:

Matt. 21
33“Listen to another parable. There was a landowner who planted a vineyard and put a wall around it and dug a wine press in it, and built a tower, and rented it out to vine-growers and went on a journey. 
34“When the harvest time approached, he sent his slaves to the vine-growers to receive his produce. 
35“The vine-growers took his slaves and beat one, and killed another, and stoned a third. 
36“Again he sent another group of slaves larger than the first; and they did the same thing to them. 
37“But afterward he sent his son to them, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’ 
38“But when the vine-growers saw the son, they said among themselves, ‘This is the heir; come, let us kill him and seize his inheritance.’ 
39“They took him, and threw him out of the vineyard and killed him. 
40“Therefore when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those vine-growers?” 
41They said* to Him, “He will bring those wretches to a wretched end, and will rent out the vineyard to other vine-growers who will pay him the proceeds at the proper seasons.” 
42Jesus said* to them, “Did you never read in the Scriptures, ‘The stone which the builders rejected, This became the chief corner stone; This came about from the Lord, And it is marvelous in our eyes’? 
43“Therefore I say to you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people, producing the fruit of it. 
44“And he who falls on this stone will be broken to pieces; but on whomever it falls, it will scatter him like dust.”

Like all good storytellers, Jesus sometimes builds on stories already in circulation and he did this with this story.  Some 600 years before Jesus, the prophet Isaiah told a story about a man who built a vineyard that didn’t produce any fruit.  In frustration he tore down the walls of the vineyard and allowed thorns and briars to grow up in it, such that it was no longer any use for anything.  At the end of his story, the prophet explained its meaning comparing the nation of Israel to the vineyard that God had planted.
Jesus told his story about a vineyard in the last week of his life.  It’s the Tuesday following Palm Sunday.  He’s in the temple courts speaking to the crowds.  The chief priests and elders are listening in.   Opposition against him is increasing.  The authorities are feeling increasingly threatened by Jesus because of his popularity with the common people.  The setting for this parable then is a charged one.  
To us, on the other side of Good Friday and Easter Sunday, the meaning of Jesus’ story is clear.  God is the landowner.  His law and teaching was given to bless human life.  People, however, rejected what he had given.  The slaves in Jesus’ story were the prophets God sent to warn people of the consequences of their wrong choices and to reconnect them with himself.  But they beat, killed and stoned them.  Old Testament prophets were seldom well received.  They were beaten, killed and stoned just like the slaves in Jesus’ story.  The elders and chief priests listening in would have gotten that.  But then the story took a turn.  The landlord sends his son and the son receives the same treatment as the prophets.  This part of the story would have infuriated the religious leaders.  Who was Jesus talking about?  If he were referring to himself, that would be blasphemy.  If he were referring to the coming Messiah, how dare Jesus infer that they would kill him!  Jesus, however, doesn’t allow time for their anger against him to rise.  He quickly opens the story to his hearers and asks what they think the landlord should do.  Get rid of the tenants they say innocently.  The chief priests and elders are now silenced.  The people have pronounced their own verdict.   There’s nothing left for the religious leaders to say or do.  Like Isaiah’s story, Jesus’ story is a story of judgment.  But let’s be clear, it’s a judgment that the tenants brought on themselves.  They were given a vineyard; they were invited to be tenants.  They brought judgement on themselves by rejecting the landowner and killing his messengers.  
This was a favourite parable of the early church, especially after the destruction of the temple, the fall of Jerusalem and the scattering of Jewish people around the Mediterranean after 70 A.D.  The early Church would have had a strong sense that they were the new keepers of God’s vineyard – a vineyard that included Jews and Gentiles.  But even as they felt affirmed in their position as the new tenants of God’s vineyard, it would have been impossible for them to miss the word of judgement that was now upon them.  

The point of Jesus’ parable seems to be that being connected to God is what God wants.  It’s not enough that we seek justice and love mercy thus producing a good harvest of grapes, so to speak.   Jesus stresses the third facet of Micah’s prescription of faithful living (Micah 6:8) – that of walking humbly with God – maintaining a connection with God through his agents – through his son.     An odd detail of Jesus story was that the landowner sent his son after his servants had been killed.  Logically we would have expected the owner to send in a combat quad to quell the rebels.  But that’s not God’s way.  Even when provoked, God’s way is always the way of love.  Judgment in Jesus’ parable is the judgement people bring on themselves by refusing God’s love.   Jesus takes his parable one step beyond Isaiah’s parable.  The point of Isaiah’s parable is that with privilege comes responsibility - a vineyard is to produce fruit and when if it doesn’t, it’s good for nothing.  This is implicit in Jesus’ parable as well but he adds the idea that responsibility involves the ability to welcome God and connect with God. When people refuse this the heart of God which is love has no option but to extend this privilege of relationship to others.
I read a study recently that reported how Christianity had grown and changed over the last two thousand years.  It seems to bear witness to the truth of Jesus’ parable.  Here are a few of the findings from that study just released last month:
· Though Christianity began in the Middle East-North Africa, today that region has both the lowest concentration of Christians (about 4% of the region’s population) and the smallest number of Christians (about 13 million) of any major geographic region.

· Indonesia, a Muslim-majority country, is home to more Christians than all 20 countries in the Middle East-North Africa region combined. 

· Nigeria now has more than twice as many Protestants (broadly defined to include Anglicans and independent churches) as Germany, the birthplace of the Protestant Reformation. 

· Brazil has more than twice as many Catholics as Italy. 

(From Global Christianity: A Report on the Size and Distribution of the World's Christian Population based on a report issued by the Center for the Study of Global Christianity.)
Generally speaking, over the last century the axis of Christianity has shifted from the northern hemisphere to the southern.  Whereas Europe, Great Britain, Canada and the U.S. used to send missionaries to China, Africa, Central and South America, now the reverse is happening.
Christianity in third world countries is now more vibrant than it is in many first world countries.  There, relationship with God is cherished and often practised in the face of persecution.  At a conference I attended last September, I heard a story about a  young pastor named Stephen Sundar from Ethiopia.  Stephen led a group of Christians that had only one Bible, so he decided to rip it up and give everyone some pages.  People were asked to memorize what they had been given.  When they came together, the whole Bible was present in the memory of the people gathered.  And more, being in a country where Christians are persecuted and the church is forced underground, they didn’t have to worry about being caught with a Bible in their possession. Stephen Sundar’s personal specialty was preaching at funerals, which was illegal.  He was put in prison where he preached to the prisoners.  The prison officials decided to electrocute him in the public square.  They rigged up a crude device for this but when they threw the switch all the fuses blew and he survived.  That night he preached in the prison again.  The next morning the prison officials tried it again and threw the switch and again it failed.  So they finally just released him.  When interviewed a few hours later by a western missionary, he was on his way to preach at another funeral.  He told the missionary that he prayed for Christians in the West.  When asked why he said that he heard that there were Christians there who, although free to worship, seldom did and although free to pray, didn’t bother. 
American singer/song writer Jim Croce once wrote a song called, Which Way Are You Going? in which he penned the words,
you say you love the baby 
and then you crucify the man. 

It’s easy to love a baby Jesus.  It’s more difficult to love a grown Jesus who confronts us with words we sometimes don’t want to hear.  The Parable of the landlord is autobiographical.   As Jesus tells the story for the first time, He’s fully aware that most of those he’s speaking with don’t recognize him for who he is.  And in not recognizing him they are rejecting the One who sent him.  God wants more from us than adopting right principles and practices; he wants us to recognize him and have connection with him.  So the question for us is do we recognize Jesus and do we welcome him.  Jesus tells us in another parable that he comes to us not in people who look like us but in the stranger, in the poor and persecuted, in those we wouldn’t normally associate with.  How good are we at talking with and showering love upon the people we don’t know or people that are in need?

The parable of the Landowner is first a parable of grace proclaiming God’s love and His desire to live in relationship with his people.  The force of Jesus story is to say that God’s kingdom is unstoppable.  His love will keep on reaching from one generation to another from one continent to another until everyone has the opportunity of connecting with the owner of the Vineyard.  This opportunity is ours today.
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