Parable of the Vineyard 2026		Matthew 21 v 33-43

I like this story by Daphne Richards:
There was a man who spent his life longing for heaven. He spent hours each day in deep meditation, contemplating heaven. When he died, an angel took him on a conducted tour. The angel showed him majestic snow-capped mountains. He gazed transfixed at the sheer beauty of the evening mists rising above tranquil lakes. He walked across lush green meadows covered with buttercups, and stood on the banks of crystal-clear streams. He skirted deep green woods, and walked across miles of golden sandy beaches, and listened to the gentle music of the waves. One beautiful site after another was revealed to him. The man was so overcome by the loveliness of it all that he turned to the angel whispered breathlessly, “How wonderful! So this is heaven!” “No,” came the reply, “This is the world in which you lived and never saw.”

In the far north of England are the remains of Hadian’s Wall. Built by the Romans to keep out the northern tribes which they found troublesome. Hadian’s Wall is popular with both tourists and archaeologists. In a dip between two hills was one lone sycamore tree that had stood there for over 150 years.  It was a much-loved landmark. However, on the morning of 28th September, 2023, people were shocked to discover that the tree had been felled the previous night with a chain saw in an act of vandalism. It was a reckless act that not only upset many people, but also it was seen as the destruction of God’s beautiful creation. It was reported only this last week in many of the news the news channels, to the delight and surprise of many people, that the tree had begun spouting new shoots and showing signs of new life.

In many of his parables Jesus uses pictures from nature; sheep, goats, corn, and trees. In today’s Gospel reading Jesus gives us the parable of the vineyard. We need to appreciate that vineyards are very different from other forms of agriculture. The vine grower behaves towards the vineyard more like a passionate gardener than like a farmer. Vines need careful pruning and nurturing. Many vines can outlive their owners. Amazingly, the fruit of their youth doesn’t compare with the fruit it produces as it matures into old age.

Jesus told the parable of the vineyard just before his arrest, trial, and crucifixion. It is telling the Jewish leaders what they are doing, but they refused to listen. Throughout the Old Testament the vineyard stands for Israel, God’s chosen people. The parable could be broadened out to include the world of today. What do we learn from this story of the vineyard? That God has made for his people a place where they can find rest, enjoyment and good work. And that we need to listen to his Word.

We, the new Israel, the Church in the world, are not the owners of the vineyard. We are its tenants. One of the big mistakes we can make is to think that we own the world. We are its tenants who are entrusted with the responsibility of caring for it. Everything we have is on loan. That involves responsibilities as we labour in his vineyard.

This story by A. P. Castle makes this point: 
Over 10,000 people in Provence owe their beautiful environment to a little-known shepherd, Elezard Boufier. It 1910 he lived alone in a barren region of Provence where there were few trees. While tending his flock in the autumn, the shepherd would pick up each acorn he found.
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In the early spring he would prod the earth with his shepherd’s crook, and drop in a nut.  He did this every year between 1910 and 1947. At his death, the barren countryside was covered with trees and teeming with wildlife.

By our lives and actions, we live under God’s judgement. Christ is God’s judgement. As tenants, in the measure we reject him, or refuse to listen to him and place that tenancy in jeopardy. It raises the question of how we are using the gifts that God gave us for God’s purpose? My money? My time? My talents, My relationships? All is for God, and thus all is under God’s control.

After the homily we affirm our faith in the words of the Nicene Creed. In the creed every week we proclaim our belief in our Lord Jesus Christ when we say, “Through him all things were made.” This is such a profound statement that it is almost hidden in a throwaway line. But ‘were made’ can give way to ‘are made’ like the fruit of the vine that matures with age. Being made as God’s people, as the present tenants of his vineyard, we need to appreciate that growing in our faith is a continuing process as we mature.

It says in the Eucharistic Prayer, “All creation rightly gives you praise.” We affirm this at every Mass in the offertory with the words over the bread and wine.  The bread and wine presented at the altar are offered to God in gratitude. These are the fruits of the earth, through the work of human hands that will soon become our spiritual food and drink.

In the Eucharist itself, these simple things take on an eternal dimension. They become our spiritual food. By them we are renewed spiritually to face the week ahead. They are also an affirmation of our unity as brothers and sisters in Christ Jesus.

The felling of the sycamore tree on Hadrian’s Wall was act of vandalism which shocked so many people. What exactly made the vandals act in this way is not clear. But what about ourselves? We may not have publicly cut down any trees, but, if the truth be known, we may have vandalised in some way the beautiful world that God has given us. The whole environmental debate is our responsibility as Christians. Then, there are times when we have broken relationships, or failed to act, or not accepted our responsibilities. None of us are perfect tenants in God’s world.

But the good news is that through the Eucharist we have a God who not only judges, but also merciful towards us in his love.

I’ll finish with some beautiful words that I have shared with some of you before:
Be gentle
when you touch bread. Let it not lie
uncared for – unwanted.
So often bread is taken for granted.
There is much beauty in bread.
Beauty in sun and soil,
beauty in patient toil;
winds and rains have caressed it.
Christ often blessed it.
Be gentle when you touch bread.
