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I was reading a mystery novel a while back, I don’t remember who it was by, or even the title.  But I do remember the ending.  It was a fairly predictable plot, bad guy vs. good guy.  Good guy falls in love with bad girl.  Bad girl repents, bad guy gets it in the end.  I got to where I could anticipate the next chapter.  On the very last page, I knew from my vast experience in reading unremarkable books, that all would be well and the good guy would set up the sequel.  Instead, the last paragraph has him opening up the mail box and getting blown into tiny bits.  The End.
I was literally shaken.  My expectations, my sense of order was turned upside down.  No, in novels like that, the good guy rides off into the sunset with the newly good bad girl.  I don’t remember anything else about the book than it upset the norm.

Many of you remember Jim Nabors.  His trademark character, Gomer Pyle was a bumbling fool with an overplayed hillbilly accent.  Then on every memorial day Sunday, he opens his mouth at the Indianapolis 500 and this incredible baritone voice belts out “Back home in Indiana”.  The first time I saw him sing on TV, I was sure it was a joke.  Somebody was singing for him off camera.  It was simply unfathomable that such a voice would come out of Gomer Pyle’s mouth.

I think the Pharisees experienced that same sort of disconnect in Jesus’ parable. You see, he started off with the very familiar story of God’s vineyard.  Everyone sitting around Jesus knew that story.  It is an important part of the Hebrew bible.  It is a dire warning to the Jews that they have fallen short and their land would be destroyed because they were an unjust people.
Yep, we know the story, Jesus.  Probably even better than you do.  If we don’t practice justice, God will allow our enemies invade us.  Got it.  Move on.

No, Jesus says, that’s not how my story ends.  See, in this story, it’s not that the grapes are bad.  In this story, the tenants are bad.  So, God isn’t going to destroy the vineyard, he’s going to replace you with those who will live lives that spread the kingdom of God.

If we remember the portion of Matthew we read last week, we know that Jesus would expect tax collectors, prostitutes and other social outcasts to inherit the vineyard.  Hey Pharisees. You’ve lived your lives expecting that God was pleased with your proof-texting and unforgiving biblical code of ethics.  But guess what?  Jesus changed the ending.  Just when you thought it was safe to check your mail, boom.  No kingdom for you.  Send in the clowns.

Depending on who heard this parable, this could be either very good news, or very bad.  To those whom the Pharisees claimed were inferior, unworthy, unclean, destined for failure, it was very good news.  That big ol’ vineyard was going to be theirs.  In the eyes of Jesus, and therefore God, these outcasts were vindicated.  If Jesus was to believed, these people living on the margins of society were the chosen people.  God loved them.  God had a plan for them.
For the Pharisees, not so much.  They thought Isaiah was a cautionary tale for the pre exile Hebrews, not them.  They lived justice, as defined by their interpretation of scripture.  They were righteous in their legalistic, exclusionary scriptural lives.  They deserved the vineyard and here this upstart carpenter says that “those people” the great unwashed were going to inherit God’s bounty and not them.  So what do you do when someone in the faith community says something that you don’t like?  Stoning is good.  As a friend says, it’s time to bring back smiting.

So, which is it for us?

Being a cradle Episcopalian, I choose the Anglican, middle way, the via media, and say, both/and.  Sometimes we’re the wicked tenets and sometimes were the unsuspecting heirs.

Some times we think we own the Church.  Maybe even think that we own God.  Oh, we don’t put in those terms.  That would be extremely arrogant and blasphemous.  When someone comes in and dares to threaten us with statements such as, “this is God’s church not yours,”  or “you need to let go of some of your sacred cows, “, we get mad.  We challenge their authority.  We question whether they actually speak for the landowner, or are they simply usurpers.
We don’t really kill these bearers of unwelcome news, although I watched a bishop slowly die while the Pharisees hurled stones of insult and disrespect.

Sometimes we get to be the un-expecting outcast.  We see the keepers of the garden fade away and the doors to the garden opened up and new opportunities abound.  These can be heady times when we realize that the gates are open for us.

When we get to run the garden, we need to be very careful that the oppressed don’t become the oppressors and the Pharisees of the past become the marginalized of the future.

Knowing who we are in this parable can be very difficult.  I don’t think the lines are all that clearly defined.  I do know that Christians are not exempt from hurting each other.  Sometimes for what seems perfectly good reasons.  Let’s look at the end of this narrative.  The Pharisees, still stuck in their memory of Isaiah, assume that the landowner, God, will kill the wicked tenants.
Jesus doesn’t say that.  He says that the vineyard would be taken away.  A whole lot different.  God does not reward those that live unjustly.  I don’t think God is ever real happy when he sees his children fighting, or power become more important than relationship.  For those of you that have read the book “The Shack”, you’ll recognize this reference to relationship.  According to the author, that’s what God is all about – relationships.  Relationships between God and humankind, and us with God and each other.

In this parable and Jesus’ words following it, God gets made for two distinct reasons.  The first is that the tenants refuse to return to the landowner the amount of goods to which he is entitled.  And, secondly, of course, because they hurt his servants and even killed his son, an obvious reference to the prophets, including John the Baptist and Good Friday.

When we’re in our Pharisaic phase and think that the church and all that it means belong to us, we tend to think that we deserve the produce of the vineyard.  That can be money, power, respect, it’s all ours.  I think that’s the root behind the Incarnation, the sending of God to take on our nature.  Jesus tells us over and over again that the kingdom of god does not belong to the religious elite simply because of their outward appearances.
On the contrary, it is the religious elite, the self satisfied, pietistic bullies that refuse to hear the words of those they have kept outside the farm, who have failed to do the will of God, and it is the beaten down, the lost and hungry that will be given the kingdom of God.

I don’t think God is happy when his children fight over who’s in or who’s out.  Wouldn’t this parable have been different if the Pharisees welcomed the messengers and opened the gates to the great unwashed?  Wouldn’t God be happy if even the Pharisees saw the beauty in a life lived wide open, welcoming to the marginalized.  Wouldn’t God be happy if the Pharisees recognized that they are in fact tenants caring for a vineyard that is not theirs;  who are more than willing to share what they have grown with God and with his ragtag children?

I think we need to be very careful and listen to those coming to us as messengers.  They may be able to show us a clear picture of God’s will.  We need to be careful not to keep our gates locked so tightly that not only the marginalized  or those with whom we disagree can’t come in, God’s Word, God’s Son finds it difficult to break through.
God has given us a beautiful vineyard in which to live, work and worship.  It’s not ours.  It’s God’s and we have the responsibility to tend it so that it produces fruit, a kingdom for all of God’s children. 
