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The Divine Vintner 
St. John’s, NF 

Oct. 5, 2014   A  Is. 5:1-7, Ps. 80, Matt. 21: 33-46 
 The parable from today’s gospel reading has its roots in the imagery of the OT, 

specifically, Isaiah 5:1-7 which presents us with the metaphor of the vineyard, an 

image used five times by Jesus in his teaching. The last verse of today’s reading 

from Isaiah explains the analogy: 

“the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is the house of Israel, and the people . . .  

are his pleasant planting.” The vineyard is Israel, the vines are the people; and God is 

the caring, careful vintner. It presents above all in the first verses the reassurance of 

God’s sustaining love, the loving care he gives to his earth and his people: 

“My beloved had a vineyard on a very fertile hill. 

He dug it and cleared it of stones, and planted it with choice vines; he built a  

watchtower in the midst of it, and hewed out a wine vat in it.” The verses in the 

middle of this passage, however, go on to describe God’s sorrow at his people’s 

waywardness and describe him as abandoning the vineyard. Near my home in Pelham 

there are old abandoned vineyards, and they are a sad sorrowful sight, neglected, 

overrun with long grasses and weeds, the stunted vines no longer bearing leaves or 

fruit. But God does not abandon at all; indeed, such a thought would contradict the 

opening verses of Isaiah. It is not God who abandons but people who abandon God’s 

ways: God expects justice, as verse 7 states--sharing of the garden and its produce--

but instead he sees “bloodshed” over the land, battles for territory and ownership.  

Consider the situation in the Middle East today, the fighting over borders between 

Israel & Palestine, Syria and Iraq, and we can hear the cry of God still. 

 Psalm 80 which we read together develops the metaphor of the vineyard and 

in v18 makes it clear that it is the people who are unfaithful, who turn from God & 

his ways: “we will not turn away from you; revive us, and we will call on your name.” 

As well, two verses from Is. 3 were originally set between verses 3 & 4 of today’s 

psalm, and there God accuses the people of having eaten up the vineyard: “14 It is 
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you who have ruined my vineyard; the plunder from the poor is in your houses.  15 

What do you mean by crushing my people  and grinding the faces of the poor?” 

declares the Lord, the LORD Almighty.” A just equitable distribution of the harvest is 

the hallmark of God’s vineyard. The passages in Isaiah and the psalms are an 

indictment of the people of Israel, particularly the priests of Israel for failing to 

nurture the vineyard according to God’s Covenant. 

 The parable in today’s gospel reading from Matthew is not that well known, I 

believe, and it is a difficult parable to fully understand, partly because there are 

variations of it in Mark and Luke, as well as a version in the Gospel of Thomas, which 

wasn’t included in Holy scripture, but the parable cannot be understood clearly 

without realizing these OT references about God’s vineyard and God’s wayward 

people. The most common interpretation sees the story as an allegory of salvation 

history: the earlier servants stand for the OT prophets, possibly even John the 

Baptist, and the son is equated with Jesus as the last of God’s emissaries. The 

parable gives dire warning to those who defy God’s laws, abuse God’s earth and 

reject his gift of salvation. Most commonly this story is called the “parable of the 

wicked tenants”; they do, after all, kill people. However, this interpretation assumes 

that the landowner is representative of God and thereby presents a rather disturbing 

image of God as a wrathful, vengeful deity who does indeed abandon his people, 

even kill them. 

 A more relevant meaning can be discovered by understanding the parable in 

the context of the time in which it was written and in the time in which Jesus lived. 

Several scholars, John Dominic Crossan and Marcus Borg among them, have pointed 

out that Jesus lived in a time of tremendous changes in Roman occupied Israel and 

many of these changes had a huge impact on the lives of the peasants, those who 

lived on the land. Food distribution was altered, directed to the large cities under 

construction; land ownership was altered. Property was moved from small local 

landowners to large land holdings in the hands of a few, increasing considerably the 
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rent for farmers and rendering many into landless peasants. It was a feudal system 

and the landlords exacted a huge share of the harvest, keeping the tenants at a near 

subsistence level. Jesus’ gospel, seen in light of these agrarian changes and the 

increasing shortages of food and land, is a call for justice, a call for the fair sharing of 

the fruits of the earth. Thus as the parable draws to a conclusion, Jesus says, “the 

kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that produces the 

fruits of the kingdom.” Now we can read that as spiritual metaphor, of course, but to 

ignore the very real concern for real bread for hungry mouths to eat is to miss the 

social and political and economic context and relevance of Jesus’ message and of 

this parable in particular. 

 A key to unlocking the meaning of a parable is to identify the primary audience 

to whom the parable is addressed. As the passage makes clear, the parable is a 

direct indictment of the leaders of the temple, for, as it says in the last two verses 

(45-6), “When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his parable, they realized  

that he was speaking about them. They wanted to arrest him but they feared the 

crowds, because [the crowds] regarded him as a prophet.” 

“They realized that [Jesus] was speaking about them”: the Pharisees gave lip service 

to God’s commandments, and were complicit with Rome in exploiting the people, 

stealing from them, and keeping them poor and downtrodden. They were a group of 

wealthy and important people, most likely large landowners themselves. Their strong 

reaction, recorded at the end of the parable, invites a different reading than 

traditional scholars have advanced; perhaps the parable shouldn’t be titled “the 

parable of the wicked tenants” but rather “the parable of the wicked landlords.” 

After all, in answer to Jesus’ question, “When the owner of the vineyard comes, what 

will he do to those tenants?, it is the Pharisees and chief priest who say, “He will put 

those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other tenants who 

will give him the produce at the harvest time.” That’s what they would do in the 

situation, not God. In this interpretation, the owner of the vineyard are the Pharisees, 
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the tenants are the actual tenant farmers, the peasants whose land has been 

expropriated and whose labour is exploited. Seen in this light, the parable is an 

indictment of the Pharisees by Jesus, but also a warning to the peasants against 

violent rebellion, totally consistent with his non-violent message. The parable is a call 

for social justice, for sharing the land and the fruits of the vineyard equably and 

fairly, especially to the “despised and rejected” sections of the population who so 

often were central to Jesus throughout his ministry. Jesus aligns himself with the 

poor and the dispossessed, always, and in that way he becomes the cornerstone of a 

gospel which is still very new. 

 Read in this way, the parable is as relevant to our world today as it was to the 

Roman occupation of Israel in the first century CE. There are so many countries in 

our world today where the root of social unrest lies in the question of land 

ownership; huge tracts of land have been taken from small farmers who often have 

been cheated, robbed, harassed, murdered, chased off their land by wealthy 

landowners with support from government and military. The landless population has 

no way of growing the food they need to eat or the produce they need to sell, the 

land often used to cultivate cash crops—coffee, cotton, tobacco—for sale 

elsewhere, to the developed nations of the world. Latin America, South America, 

Africa, Asia—the examples are too numerous to itemize. As followers of the way of 

Jesus we must raise our voices against such social injustice and call upon 

governments in the underdeveloped world and in the developed world, to right this 

wrong, to allow the poor and the dispossessed fair access to land to feed their 

families: “Give us this day our daily bread” is not a humble request but a battle cry of 

freedom. 

 Beyond the very real human concern of the Biblical analogy of the vineyard, we 

must realize that the world, this fragile earth, our island home, is the vineyard, and it 

sorely needs tending today. We have abandoned it, rather than cared for or 

protected it. In light of such injustice and greedy exploitation, the gardener weeps. 
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God laments the destruction of the garden, the injustice of his people, but in his 

sustaining faithful love waits to restore his garden. Is. 27 presents a “song of the 

fruitful vineyard” and includes the promise of the vine restored “to blossom and bud 

and fill the face of the world with fruit.” As soon as his people reject their false gods 

and return to paths of justice and righteousness, as soon as they call on God in 

faithfulness, he is there to restore health to the land and its inhabitants; indeed, he is 

already at work even before we ask. But God can’t do it alone; she needs our hands 

and hearts, our strength and souls, to participate in the renewal of God’s vineyard, in 

the establishment of God’s kingdom of justice and right(eous)ness. 

 We so often forget God’s original blessing, the very act of creation, constantly 

renewing life, the great I AM, God’s supreme action and gift of love, life-giving love. 

We too often think of the world as fallen, when it is we who have fallen away from 

God’s original blessing. The growth of plants around us, the beloved creatures in our 

midst, the flora and fauna of this earth, stand as a vivid reminder of God’s love freely 

given. Our attraction to gardens and gardening is a sign of our spiritual longing for 

connectedness with the world around us. On the eve of his passion, Jesus went with 

his disciples “to a place where there was a garden,” presumably the Garden of 

Gethsemane, the place of Judas’ later betrayal. Jesus’ passion had to begin there, in 

the good place, in the garden, for his actions atone for the betrayal in the first 

garden, and Jesus returns us to paradise. The affinity we feel with plants and animals 

stems from our longing for “deep down things,” for that first garden, for the glory of 

living in God’s love, as Jesus did. We need not create our own Edens; we need to 

acknowledge the Eden all around us. God’s vineyard hasn’t gone away; we’re still in 

the midst of it. Our rather unoriginal sin is to deny it, to ignore it--in our greed, to 

exploit it. God the ever faithful calls us to renewed faithfulness, to renew the garden, 

to tend the vineyard with him. 


