27th SUNDAY IN ORDINARY TIME ‘A’

A priest tells about having given an evening lecture in a parish, followed by a question and answer session.  The questions covered many of the hot topics about the Church that people wrestle with these days.

Toward the end, one person expressed frustration: “Why can’t the Church just say what is right or wrong in a simple, clear way?  People are confused these days.  They want to know.  When Jesus spoke to the people of his day, he spoke in a clear way.  People knew what he meant.

The priest did not want to disturb the man more than necessary, but he did say to him, “Have you ever heard the parables?  They were anything but simple.  Each time we hear a parable repeated, we can find deep layers of meaning that make us ponder.”

When Jesus first told today’s parable of the wicked tenants, he was trying to teach a lesson from the evil behavior of the tenants.  He pointed out how the tenants stopped at nothing, even murdering the heir to the vineyard in order to possess it themselves.  He told the people who followed him that they must be just as determined to get possession of the Kingdom of God.

Another layer of meaning was added to the parable when Matthew put it in his gospel for the Christians of his day.  Matthew made the point that the leaders of the people, the religious authorities, had rejected the prophets of old and finally rejected Jesus the Savior by killing him. So now they had lost the vineyard, the Kingdom, to others who would care for it by living as God had taught.

And there is another layer of the parable that refers to us.  This Gospel reading is always about God’s actions, God’s love, and God’s challenge to us.  The parable asks us, “Are we a people producing the fruits of the Kingdom?”

The parable is not meant to be simple.  It presents both love and judgment. The parable reminds us that God is in charge: the vineyard we enjoy is God’s vineyard.  All things come from God, and God is first and foremost a loving and merciful God who keeps reaching out to us despite the selfish way we live our lives.

We are the tenants who take advantage of the landowner.  God is so loving and merciful toward us that we can easily believe that God is weak and does not care what we do.

When you listened to our read this parable today, I wonder how many of you were like me, thinking about the rich and powerful, those we blame for the economic collapse of 2008 and the continuing problems we face today – the big banks, Wall Street, heads of large corporations, politicians, as well as the bishops we blame for not protecting children during years of sexual abuse by clergy.

 

But the parable is also directly about us.  Being a follower of Christ means that we value both God’s love and God’s judgment.  Suddenly, we see that the parable is about us.  It is about our responsibility for God’s vineyard.  It is about the harvest, or at least the share of the harvest that we owe to God, the harvest of goodness, love, and care for all of our sisters and brothers.

Jesus said to them, “Did you never read in the Scriptures: “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone; by the Lord has this been done, and it is wonderful in our eyes?  Therefore, I say to you, the Kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that will produce its fruit.”

Jesus is God’s Son, the inheritor of the vineyard and the cornerstone of the new community.  We cannot assume that the Kingdom of God is a gift that belongs to us.  We must treat our invitation to God’s Kingdom as a gift that we will cultivate in order to produce fruit.

Bearing fruit is being true, honorable, just and pure, lovely and gracious.  I believe that, in our parishes, we are on the right track as regards gracious giving, as evidenced by our social assistance programs, our food drives, our giving of time, talent, and treasure in so many charitable ways.  We need only continue, and keep growing in this regard.

It seems that at this time we are being called as well to better promote justice, again always beginning with ourselves, but reminding and encouraging others, as well, especially those with power and authority over others.  In last week’s bulletin, you received two such appeals related to justice that came from our bishops.

So, when we wish that the Church would just say what is right or wrong in a simple, clear way, we can’t claim that Jesus spoke in a clear way, or that people always knew exactly what he meant.

I’m going to refer to Father Rolheiser again, in his column that is next to Father Beck’s.  (If all of you would just subscribe to “The Witness”, you could sleep through half of my homily almost every week!)  Jesus knows us well and loves everything about us.  We have feeling and emotions; we run hot and cold both in love and in faith.  Jesus understands and accepts this about us better than those whom we love understand and accept this about us.  Both in good times and in bad, Jesus wants us to be in his vineyard bearing fruit to the best of our abilities.

Father Rolheiser says that passionate and romantic feelings are part of love and part of faith, but not the deepest part, and not a part over which we have much emotional control.  For some of us, faith will never be, other than for short periods of time, something that fires our emotions and fills us with warm fire.  Father proposes that we might have to settle for a faith that says to God, to others, and to ourselves:

“I can’t guarantee how I will feel on any given day.  I can’t promise that I will always have emotional passion about my faith, but I can promise that I’ll always be faithful, that I’ll always act with respect, and I will always do everything in my power, as far as my human weakness allows, to help others’ and God’s cause in this world.  I can’t guarantee how I will always feel, but I can live in the firm resolve to never betray what I believe in.”  And that is a sufficient creed!

