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A Homily by        “From a well-tended vineyard we have Marsh Chardonnay.”
The Rev’d Jo Popham    Sixteenth Sunday after Pentecost

October 2, 2011
Matthew 21:33-46

Some time ago on a business trip to California, I was introduced to a wonderful wine.

Now at the time I didn’t know much about wines, my husband and I took a wine train

through Napa Valley and tasted wines with our meal. The wine we most enjoyed was an

Acacia Pinot Noir. At the time I didn’t know the difference between a Pinot Noir and a

Merlot, but I knew this wine we tasted was what I liked. So over the next several days

after our meetings, we searched for the vineyard, enjoying the ride through the hills with

row upon row of vines. Just up a winding road from Chandon, the vintner of fine

champagne, we found the Acacia Winery. We let ourselves into the tasting room since

noone was there. We called out, but noone answered. So we peeked through the double

doors that led to the winery itself. There up a ladder on the side of a huge sparkling

stainless steel tank was a woman. A man was on another ladder on the adjacent tank.

They said they would be down in a bit, and we were welcome to help ourselves to some

wine in the tasting room.

There were only 8 employees at the winery back then. They rode their bikes to work.

There was even a bike mounted like a piece of art on one of the walls in the foyer, as well

as a rendition of one of their labels that looked like an Andy Warhol collage of all the

faces of the eight people who made their wine. They were laid back but very

knowledgeable about the pinot grape they used in their wine. The region was not

designated such but it would in the next several years become the Carneros region and

Acacia would become a well-respected label. From the Acacia Winery itself there is a

wonderful view of vineyards and the bay. It is an ideal growing area for Pinot Noir

grapes due to the cooling influence of the Pacific Ocean and summer fog.
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I learned how meticulous these vintners are in the care of their vines, the grapes with

monitoring during the growing season for the proper balance of moisture as the fruit

reaches the exact maturity for picking, then the proper crushing and fermenting followed

by aging to perfection the wine that I had come to love. Here is how it is described:

Acacia Carneros Pinot Noir exhibits seductive rose, teaberry and Satsuma plum aromas.

Intriguingly layered red- and black-fruit flavors, complemented by delicate spice notes

and buttressed by silky tannins, stay harmonious through the lingering finish. It sounds

delicious, doesn’t it? It tastes even better. I was intrigued by the beautiful rose bushes

growing at the end of each row of vines, and thought perhaps they contributed to the

bouquet of the wine. But no, grape vines are susceptible to some of the same damaging

insects as roses, and it is easier to spot aphids on the rose bushes than the grapevines.

Recently Acacia has released a new wine – Acacia Marsh Chardonnay – named for

the project the wine benefits, not the place where the grapes are grown. All the proceeds

from the sale of this wine go to a mission to restore the marshes along the coast of the

bay as a habitat for wildlife, including 25 species of waterfowl as well as several

threatened or endangered bird, plant, mammal, and fish species. Acacia employees have

planted black walnut, coastal oak trees and rows of wild rose bushes to provide food and

cover for the expanding wildlife community around the marsh and to act as a living fence

between the marsh and the growing city of Napa. To help these young plants thrive,

Acacia has also purchased and installed a drip irrigation system.

In Jesus’s vineyard parables I wondered who the people that produced the fruits of the

kingdom might be? I believe that the people at Acacia Winery are just such a people for

they are doing the work of God. Yes, they are producing a wonderful wine, but their

work to provide for God’s creation in the marsh project is evidence that they are doing

much more than merely tending the vineyard for their own benefit. Jesus’s parables that

are set in God’s vineyard are specifically aimed at the hypocritical religious leaders of the
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day. In telling this parable Jesus again speaks directly to the same religious leaders. In

Matthew, the vineyard is the “house of Israel” – the people of God. The tenants are the

religious leaders of Israel. The landowner then is God. And it was the landowner (God)

who prepared the vineyard so that it would prosper. He even put a wall around it, dug a

winepress, and built a watchtower. The renters – the tenants – the religious leaders of the

time – did not prepare the vineyard – the people of God– for success.

So when it came time to harvest the fruit of the vineyard, the landowner sent his

servants to collect the grapes. “But the tenants seized his slaves and beat one, killed

another, and stoned another. Again he sent other slaves, more than the first; and they

treated them in the same way. Finally he sent his son…” And we know what the religious

leaders did to God’s son.

God’s patience was so great he sent, one, then another, then several messengers. Only

then did God send his son, our Lord, Jesus Christ. God – the landowner – sent his

servants who spoke for God to the tenants. But the tenants – the religious leaders – not

only did not listen, they killed God’s messengers and God’s prophet – God’ heir.

When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard Jesus’s parables, they realized that he

was speaking about them. And they finally realized that there were consequences to their

actions, for God – the landowner – said: “I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken

away from you and given to a people that produces the fruits of the kingdom.” The
Gospel of Thomas relates the parable but ends with a much harsher tone: Jesus said,
“Those who know all, but are lacking in themselves, are utterly lacking.”1

The religious leaders – the tenants – had been given the task of caring for the house of
Israel, for teaching God’s ways to God’s people. These renters believed that they knew it
all; they thought that the kingdom of God was already theirs; that they no longer needed
to care for the vineyard. We might think we have a right to God’s blessing because we
live Christian lives, we go to church. We may – like the tenants – believe that we no
longer need to listen to God's messengers because we already possess all God’s blessings.
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God placed a wall around the vineyard, to protect it, to protect God’s people, but the
wall around Jerusalem fell in 70 AD. Was this retribution or punishment for killing the
landowner’s son – for killing Jesus the Christ? Was this parable a veiled prediction of the
fall of the walled Temple where the Jewish leaders – who most needed to hear God’s
message – thought they already had earned their place in God’s Kingdom?

Does God send us messengers today? Does God send prophets to speak God’s word to
us when we most need to hear them? Or are we insulated from the world by God’s
protective wall?

The wall around the vineyard was a real wall, as was the wall around Jerusalem,
meant to offer protection to God’s people. The fence built by the good people who work
at the Acacia vineyard is built to protect the marsh – to protect God’s creation from us. Is
this a message we need to hear? Do we hear God speaking through the vintner-ecologists
in the Carneros region of the Napa Valley? May we listen to and heed God’s messengers
from wherever they may come.

Lord, let it be so.  Amen.

                                                  
1  65. He said, “A [...] person owned a vineyard and rented it to some farmers, so they
could work it and he could collect its crop from them. He sent his slave so the farmers
would give him the vineyard's crop. They grabbed him, beat him, and almost killed him,
and the slave returned and told his master. His master said, ‘Perhaps he didn't know
them.’ He sent another slave, and the farmers beat that one as well. Then the master sent
his son and said, ‘Perhaps they'll show my son some respect.’ Because the farmers knew
that he was the heir to the vineyard, they grabbed him and killed him. Anyone here with
two ears had better listen!”

66. Jesus said, “Show me the stone that the builders rejected: that is the keystone.”

67. Jesus said, “Those who know all, but are lacking in themselves, are utterly lacking.”
(The Gospel of Thomas)


