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Jesus Was a Subversive Storyteller: Stories That Won't Behave
The Parable of the Two Sons
Three weeks ago I began a new 4-week sermon series on the parables titled, Jesus Was a Subversive Storyteller: Stories That Won't Behave.  Today’s parable is the only one we’ve looked at that is told in all four gospels and the  non-canonical Gospel of Thomas (so this is probably an important parable, or certainly was for the early church). John Dominic Crossan famously noted that a parable is unnerving, prompting the reaction, "I don't know what you mean by that story, but I'm certain I don't like it". Similarly, biblical scholar Amy-Jill Levine argues that parables are meant to "afflict the comfortable, and comfort the afflicted”. Both scholars emphasize that if a parable feels too cozy or easy, we may be missing the point. Mark’s gospel points out that while Jesus often taught in parables, he only explained them in private to his disciples. Which means the crowds who originally heard them, and us by extension, are left to interpret them all on our own. Oh goody!
I’ll admit that I had to read today’s parable numerous times to even decipher what was happening, let alone try to interpret it to you. And like last week’s parable, I’ve avoided preaching on it (all these years). No surprise given how violent it is. 
So what the heck is happening here? Well, like last week’s parable, this one is told just a few days away from Good Friday. That’s right. Our calendar may say October, but in the Christian liturgical year this scene takes place during Holy Week. A few verses before this parable, Jesus rode into Jerusalem to people cheering him as a king, savior, and prophet. He overturned tables in the Temple, and he cursed a fig tree. “The whole city,” Matthew reports, “was in turmoil.” 
Worried about the situation, religious leaders and lawyers ordered him to explain himself. We heard that story last week. “By what authority are you doing these things, and who gave you this authority?” They demand to know. After all, Jesus didn’t have any credentials. He came from Nazareth, and everyone in Jerusalem knew, nothing good comes from Nazareth. 
Jesus was just a country preacher; sure he draws crowds, but he’s a nobody. Yet now he’s coming in here getting all uppity! Who does he think he is? The religious elite want to reveal him as a fraud. But Jesus keeps telling these trick stories (aka parables) that only turn the tables on the elites to reveal who the real fraud is, and that makes them even madder. 
 So let’s break it down:
A landowner leases his vineyard to his tenants to tend to while he leaves town. At harvest time, the landlord twice sends his slaves to collect the produce from the tenants. But the tenants beat them up, resulting in at least one death. Finally, the landowner sends his son, thinking that the tenants would never dare to do him any harm. But wrong: the tenants kill the son too. Jesus then poses the question to the religious leaders as to what the landowner will do to the tenants when he himself arrives on the scene. His hearers take the bait and conclude that the landowner would put the wicked tenants to a miserable death and turn the vineyard over to new tenants, who would do the right thing.
On the surface, it’s pretty easy: a landowner (God), has a vineyard (the world) that he has lovingly cared for: he plants vines and builds a fence to protect them from animals. He digs a pit as the winepress. He builds a watchtower to guard against thieves and enemies. These details show just how much judicious planning and care God has put into the vineyard (i.e. the world). But when God turns it over to the tenants to care for, things go to rot. God trusted the tenants to do the right thing with the vineyard and be responsible for its fruitfulness. But instead, the tenants violate God’s trust and turn into cheaters, thieves, and even murderers. 
After telling this violent parable, Jesus then turns the table and asks the religious leaders, “What will the vineyard owner do to the tenants when he learns what they did?” They sheepishly respond, “he’ll destroy them and rent the vineyard to other tenants.” 
Now, let’s pause here a moment to say what this parable is not about. This is not about Christians replacing Jews in the vineyard, as so many have historically said.  This is NOT about “oh, those Jews are horrible people but  look at us! We’re the good guys b/c we would never do that.” I don’t know if you’ve heard that interpretation, but if you have – please ignore it because today, we don’t read our Bibles like that. 
And honestly, we’re not that good! Sorry. Probably not what I should say on the day we receive our pledges.
But seriously, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to look at the vineyard (i.e. the world) God has entrusted to our care to take note that we haven’t been the most trustworthy or reliable tenants, either.
If we’re honest, this isn’t just a story about religious leaders two thousand years ago. We’ve seen this happen in churches, in governments, in universities, in all kinds of institutions. People are given something they’re supposed to care for, and somewhere along the way, they start acting like they own it.
This morning, Jesus presents us with this searing, uncomfortable parable about a vineyard, in which a landowner builds it, plants it, equips it with a watchtower, and puts it into the hands of tenants. It is a sacred trust between the vineyard owner and tenants. But take note: the tenants didn’t build the soil, they didn't dig the winepress, and they didn't plant the vines. They were only the caretakers—stewards of a gift meant to yield fruit for the wider community. But as time passes, a sickness takes root in the vineyard. The tenants look at the lush, green vines and the overflowing winepress, and they forget it is a gift. They begin to think they are the owner.  But friends, the vineyard belongs to God – and that is probably the best place to begin to understand the parable.  It never belonged to the tenants. They, we – are merely caretakers entrusted to its care for a short amount of time. And our job while here is to produce fruit for the kingdom. When we start thinking the vineyard is ours, and beat those who get in our way, we have drastically missed the point. And we, too, will be tossed out of the vineyard.  
As the theologian Diana Butler Bass points out in her reflections on this text, Jesus is pulling back the curtain here on the harsh realities of institutional corruption [substack.com]. He is speaking directly to the religious and political elites of his day who had turned God’s house of prayer into a closed network of self-preservation. They had weaponized their positions, hoarded their power, and abused the very people they were called to shepherd. The tenants became so consumed with protecting their status, their reputation, and their inner circle that they were willing to crush anything—and anyone—who threatened their control.
Bass then asks the uncomfortable question, if this is a morality tale for our own time, who are the religious and political leaders who act as if they are untouchable, entitled to commit the bloodiest of injustices while ignoring the anguish of the vineyard? 
If we are honest, we do not have to look back two thousand years to see this parable playing out. And I want to warn you: I’m about to talk about a recent case of sexual violence. If that is a painful subject for you, please take care of yourself in whatever way you need to.
We see the wicked tenants in our headlines this very week. Many of us have watched with absolute heartbreak and fury the news unfolding out of Cornell University. We have learned of a systemic breakdown following a horrific alleged fraternity gang rape case—a crisis so deeply mishandled by campus structures that a New York state special prosecutor has had to step in to take over the investigation.
And what makes this so disturbing is that the story isn’t only about the violence itself. It’s also about what institutions do when they become more concerned with protecting themselves than protecting people. When an institution starts protecting its reputation instead of telling the truth, something has gone terribly wrong.
It is institutional rot at its finest. It is a story of networks, loopholes, and structures that became more concerned with protecting the powerful and managing liability than protecting vulnerable people.
That is the sickness Jesus exposes in this parable. The tenants have forgotten that the vineyard is not theirs. They have been entrusted with something that belongs to someone else, and instead of tending it, they use their position to protect their own power.
When a system’s primary goal becomes self-preservation, it ceases to be a sanctuary. It becomes a place where human lives can be discarded to keep the gates closed and the owners secure.
And that is why this parable still matters. The question isn't simply, “Who are the wicked tenants?” The question is, “What have we been entrusted with—and what are we doing with it?”
I’ll be honest. It’s hard to find good news in the parable. But my role is to be a bearer of good news, so here’s good news. God doesn’t put up with unjust, lying, thieving tenants. The vineyard will ultimately be taken from them, and the cornerstone will crush them. The Bible is clear. God is moved by abuse and will pursue justice. God is determined to deal with those who abuse power, and will care for those who are victims of such abuse. The worst instincts of humanity can never overthrow God’s deep desire for justice. 
Lord knows people do their best to silence truth-telling prophets, but sometimes the prophets can’t be silenced. 
The truth at Cornell was forced into the light after the student newspaper broke the story; igniting nationwide outrage. Voices demanding transparency and justice often speak from the outside of the institution, but sometimes the tenants do the right thing and demand that "the fruits of the kingdom" be given to those who will actually cultivate righteousness. This is good news!
And more good news – the vineyard owner keeps sending servant after servant, when one after another come back bruised and broken, or not at all! Who would do that? Who? Only a God of unquenchable hope and unthinkable mercy. Judgement will come, but today, God’s mercy and hope save the day. 
Oof, there is a lot in this parable. And reason to be mad. But I refuse to give up hope and let the vineyard rot. Vines must be tended to, and wild animals need to be chased away. So let us sacredly tend to that which God has entrusted to us. AND ask how our gifts may contribute to the flourishing of the whole. 
Because today is World Communion Sunday; which is, I think, one of the better ideas of the Church.  Its history dates back to the 1930s when a group of American church leaders decided we needed a way to show a country deep in depression that everyone, no matter what their Christian background, is committed to a better world, a world where God’s kingdom really would come.
So now, on the first Sunday of October, churches all over the world come to the table of our Lord to celebrate, together, God’s love for the world.
Especially in this world of complexity and struggle, it is important for all Christians to conscientiously join together in communion, sharing the common bread and cup, in order that we who call ourselves Christians remember that night when Jesus broke bread for his disciples and instructed them to do for others what he had done for them.  Therefore, those of us who gather around this table are here not just to share in the feast, but also to share in the work of tending to God’s vineyard.
Amen.
Gracious God,
You have entrusted us with so much:
this beautiful and broken world,
this community of faith,
our gifts and our resources,
and the lives of the people around us.
Keep us from believing that any of it belongs to us.
Make us faithful tenants.
Give us courage to speak when truth is being silenced,
wisdom to recognize when power is being misused,
and compassion to care for those who are most vulnerable.
And when the work feels overwhelming,
remind us that we do not tend this vineyard alone.
Today, around tables in churches across the world,
your people share one bread and one cup.
Make us one people, committed to your kingdom of justice, mercy, and peace.
Take what we offer—
our pledges, our prayers, our hands, our lives—
and use them to make your vineyard flourish.
In the name of Jesus Christ,
the cornerstone,
we pray. Amen.
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