Sermon for the 21st Sunday after Pentecost 

Proper 22A   Lectionary 27A 

October 5, 2008 
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Vineyards take a lot of work.

I know that some of you in the congregation grow grapes,
I have enjoyed the grape jams, jellies and juices 

Prepared by the women’s fellowship

And perhaps there is even a little homemade wine,

Fermented in a kitchen or cellar somewhere here in Enfield.

But to get those grapes

And the resulting products takes a lot of work.

Vines have to be pruned.

Branches have to be trained to grow in the right directions.

And the fruit has to be protected from birds and insects.  

In a good year,

There is a wonderful yield of sweet, plump, fragrant fruit.

In a bad year,

The fruit may rot from too much rain,

Or shrivel from not enough.

Several summers ago,

Just prior to my accepting a call here at CLC,

John and I  had a wonderful trip to the Burgundy region of France.

We stayed in a bed and breakfast set in a vineyard,

Where we were able to sample wine from the property,
We also had the opportunity to visit other vineyards in the area.

It was mid summer, so the fruit was not yet quite ripe,

But the vines were green and lush,

Overflowing from clusters of developing fruit. 

At the Pommard vineyard,

We had a detailed tour with one of the vintners,

Who explained the entire process,

From vine growing to fermentation. 

The picture you see projected on the wall

Is of pinot noir grapevines at the Pommard vineyard.

There is an interesting story behind the vines 

That you see in the picture.

Pinot noir grapes have been grown in Burgundy France for thousands of years.

In many French wineries,

The vine roots are hundreds of years old.

In contrast these vines that you see in the picture,
Have been in that vineyard for less than a decade.

About 15 years ago,

The pinot noir vines in Burgundy were affected by a blight.

Like the vines in the Isaiah reading this morning,

These Burgundy vines did not produce the grapes

That the careful vineyard tenders expected.

These blighted vines had a reduced yield

Of bitter, moldy tasty grapes.

Much as God did in the text from Isaiah,

The French vineyard managers

Had to tear the vines from the ground.

However, unlike God, instead of destroying the vineyard,

These vintners imported blight resistant
Pinot noir root stock from California.  

There is something amusing about

Stuck-up French vineyard owners and managers
Having to import vine roots from the New World vineyards,
That they have always looked down their noses at!

However, these vintners proved to be good stewards.

They transformed their ailing vineyards

With the injection of good healthy root stock,

And were again able to produce superior wine.  

In our texts today,

You probably noticed the vineyard imagery

In the Isaiah reading, the psalm and the Matthew Gospel.

The people that Isaiah, the psalmist and Jesus were speaking to

Were very familiar with vineyards and wine production.  

The terraced hillsides of Judah and Israel,

To this day still produce grapes and wine. 

These listeners understood grapes

And all the troubles that could come to those who produce grapes.
They could picture the frustration and anger
Of a vineyard owner

Who had carefully prepared and planted a vineyard,

Only to have the land yield wild, musty stinking grapes.

They could understand how the owner

Might rip out the vines

And leave the vineyard in disgust.

When the story being told by Isaiah winds down,

And the vineyard owner commands the rain to stop,

They would also have been able to jump to the conclusion,

That only God can control the rain,
So the vineyard owner in this story must be God.

It is not much of a leap from there

To realize that the nasty wild grape vines are God’s people,

Mutated from the carefully cultivated people

Whom God planted in the land of milk and honey.

God’s people have not turned out the way God expected them to. 

God had tended the people

Blessed them,

Provided them with land, vineyards and homes,

And established a covenant with them.

But God has expectations for God’s people

God expects justice, 
But sees injustice and bloodshed
God demands righteousness,

But hears cries of violence and alarm. 

Jesus’ listeners would have known this story from Isaiah,

And they would have realized that Jesus was beginning his story

The same way that Isaiah did.

They also would have been very familiar with the entire tenant farmer process.

In fact, many of the listeners may have been tenant farmers or stewards themselves.

They knew only too well that a tenant farmer 

Has to give a large portion of the production to the owner.

The best tenant farmers understood themselves to be stewards,

And would never have confused themselves with being owners.  

They knew they were to care for the vineyard with devotion,

But that the crop belonged to the owner. 

Jesus’ listeners would have reacted with outrage

To tenant farmers who killed the owner’s representatives.

They would not have expected an owner 

To be patient enough to send multiple representatives

And even the owner’s son. 

Although both Isaiah’s story/song

And Jesus’ parable

Are fraught with agricultural imagery

And details that make it difficult for us to follow,

If we listen closely we can find ourselves in these stories.

God has also planted us in a land of milk and honey

And has expectations for us.

God expects us to be stewards

Of all that God has provided for us.

God also sees the ways in which we have failed to meet expectations,

The ways in which we behave as owners,

Rather than stewards.

God sees the injustice around us,
And our unwillingness to be righteous or to serve God. 
Mark Allan Powell, whom some of you my remember 

From the DVD series on Biblical interpretation reminds us,
That God expects at least three things from faithful stewards.
First, a faithful steward views this world as God’s creation

And is grateful to be a part of it

Secondly, a faithful steward knows that God cares for those whom

God has made, and is willing to let God be in control.

Third, a faithful steward trusts that God will provide him or her
With whatever is needed to make us content.

As we look back over the events of the past couple of weeks

In what has been a tumultuous time in the US financial markets,

And think about how we have reacted to this situation,

The difficulty of being a faithful steward becomes only too evident.

How many of us have looked at proposed legislation,

Primarily with a mind as to how it affects us personally?
How many of us have thought about the impact 

On the younger workers in our communities,

Or on those who are already at the margins of society?

How many of us

Have reacted with fear to the market news,

Tightening our hands and purse strings,

Fearful that our family’s financial health is at stake.
How many of us have been able to trust

That if we put God in charge of our finances,
Even in the midst of gloomy financial news,

We will be provided with enough to keep us content?

Being faithful stewards of God’s creation and God’s gifts

Was as hard in Jesus’ time as it is now.

The stewards in Jesus’ vineyard parable

Did not want to give God what was rightfully God’s.

They rejected and murdered God’s representatives

And even God’s son, who tried to encourage them to give what was due.

Yet God did not give up easily.

He kept sending representatives and even his son,

Expecting that the stewards would eventually get it.

When those stewards don’t get it,

God finally seeks out new stewards for his vineyard,

Ones who will give God that which is due.

But notice how God gives multiple chances.  

God gives us the same multiple chances,

And multiple ways to learn to be good stewards.

We have God’s Word

Which calls us to be disciples,

Following God’s commands, 

And putting God in charge of our lives.

We have God’s Word in Jesus Christ, 

Who warns us repeatedly

That we cannot love both God and money.

We have the Christian community

That calls us to look beyond our own lives,
And beyond the church doors

To do something about injustice and unfairness.

It is truly Good News for us

That God is a God of multiple chances.

God wants each of you to be a disciple.

And God is prepared to do whatever it takes

For you to get you to act as a both a disciple and a steward.
God wants you to feel that Stewardship is not simply about money,

But rather about about discipleship.

Wanting to be a faithful steward,

While not acting as if you are the owner
Is the underpinning of being a disciple.
Following God in Jesus Christ

Means letting God take control of your life

---Everything in your life,

Your time, your talents

And, yes, even your finances.  

The owners of the vineyards in France,

Transformed their root stocks 

With new vines from California.

What new root stock and values

Might God want to plant in your life?

How would your life be different

If you let God truly be in charge?

What different decisions would you make

If you equated discipleship and stewardship?

God is calling you through Jesus Christ,

Whom God sent especially for you.

God wants you as a both a steward and a disciple,

Right here in Enfield NH,

Working in this vineyard

In this very difficult time facing our community and country.

Do you hear the God of multiple chances calling you?

Amen
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