18th Sunday after Trinity, 4.10.26, Matthew 21;33-end

Karen introduced us to the prayer App, Everyday Faith, which I hope some of you use, and if you don’t then can I suggest you start. It takes less than 5 minutes a day but it is a great way to start or end a day. They can be read or listened to and admittedly some weeks are better than others, Sadly the week I spent in hospital with Jane was one such bad week, when I needed inspiration most it was praying about our armed forces and conflict, all very good and necessary but not what I needed as I sat in or around the ICU.
The App this week was written and narrated by Brother John, an Anglican Franciscan Friar, because today, October 4th, is the day that the church remembers St. Francis of Assisi, who died 800 years ago. On Tuesday at the VCC meeting in Rufforth I used the app to open the meeting in prayer because that day it talked about community.  St. Francis is remembered by most for his great love of creation and community, he was known for his great passion for the church and for the gospel, and for bringing the church back to its main purpose of proclaiming the good news of God’s love in Jesus to all of God’s children. 
He was particularly passionate in bringing that love to those that the world often forgot, for the homeless, the survivors of abuse, trauma and war, and his love of those around him was formed by having a great zeal for prayer. He would spend hours in prayer. And when he did, he would often pray a very simple prayer: “Who are you, God? And who am I?”
Today’s parable, along with many of the parables told by Jesus serves to answer those questions. His parables were stories designed to teach us not only about God, but also about ourselves.
In today’s parable, we learn of a landowner who has planted a vineyard, leased it to tenants, and gone to another country. This landowner reminds us that God is the ultimate landowner, and we are merely his tenants. That’s why, as Christians, we should understand ourselves to be stewards of God’s creation, rather than owners. Whatever we think we own, eventually it will not be ours. The house we have bought, we won’t be packing up and taking to heaven, the car we drive every day won’t be our transport to heaven, even though we think we own these things we don’t really. This church we care for and worship in and use, we do so in the knowledge that we are to pass it on to others.
In Jesus’ time, biblical scholars tell us that it would typically be five years before the landowner would expect to receive his first payment from the produce of the land. So these tenants, for the last five years, have worked hard in this vineyard and have been able to reap the rewards. And now, after five years without a word from the landowner, there suddenly appear some servants of his to collect the landowner’s produce. If you were one of these tenants you might have begun to think and to hope that these servants would never appear. That the landowner had forgotten about this vineyard, and that you would get to keep it all for yourself. 
These tenants really began to believe that they owned the vineyard and could live comfortably off the produce. In this country you can potentially keep land after 12 years through a legal process called adverse possession, provided specific strict conditions are met. No different then to these tenants thinking they could own the land and keep the produce.
Of course, it’s not much of a stretch to see that the son of the landowner is really Jesus, sent by God to proclaim the coming of the Kingdom, and to call everyone to repentance. This parable teaches us who God is in part by teaching us who the Son of God is. 
A sad irony of this parable is that it is told by Jesus just five days before he is killed. Just as clearly as this parable is teaching us about God as the landowner, and Jesus as his son, it is teaching us that the chief priests and the Pharisees, who believe they own the faith they preach and teach, are like the original tenants of the vineyard. When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard this parable, they knew it was about them, and yet, or more likely because of it, they still had Jesus put to death.
But if this parable is about the chief priests and Pharisees, what does it teach us about ourselves? Jesus seems to be teaching us that we are now the tenants, the stewards, of God’s vineyard. We have been entrusted with this world, with all that we have, and are now called to care for it well, and to give our creator the fruits of our harvest. All that we do is to be done for God, for the proclamation of the gospel, and for the care of creation.
And this parable is also warning us not to take any of this for granted. Our world, our life, our salvation is all a gift, all from the grace of God. We, too, can be tempted at times to think that we can keep the fruits of God’s vineyard for ourselves. We work hard, making our living and providing for ourselves and our family, and it’s easy to feel that we don’t need God as our focus; sadly we can often forget that everything that we have is not ours, but is God’s.
Who is God? Who are we? These questions, asked by St. Francis, are answered in many and various ways throughout Scripture. Today, we learn that God has given us a beautiful vineyard to care for, but it’s not our vineyard. God asks us to care for this vineyard, and to use what we have been given to bear fruit in our lives, not for ourselves, but for God. So will you be faithful and bear fruit for God, and give back to him and others the love and grace he has bestowed upon yourselves? These are questions that this parable compels us to ask each and every day. 
