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For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard

them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ… not having a righteousness 

of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in Christ, 

the righteousness from God based on faith (Phil. 3:8-9)
Paul’s experience is universal.  The evidence is overwhelming:  love, true righteousness,  is not to be accomplished through legislation.  Nor is compassion, nor responsibility, nor honesty, nor any other form of righteousness.  This is not just personal, though it starts there.  It has profound societal impact.  Righteousness has to do with being in right relationship with God and one another; legislation has to do with trying to regulate a society, or institution, or government that tends toward chaos without it.  Each day we read examples of our society’s failure to enact enough laws to control our behavior;  every criminal act reveals that without some underpinning in the desire to do and be good, we fail.  

As a group of believers, we need to proclaim what we know, that goodness is not legislated.  It is rooted in God.  And we need not be confused that our belief is counter-cultural.  We need be courageous.  We need proclaim what unnecessary dishonesty and violence and oppression reveal:  God can teach and empower us to good.  When we pridefully try it on our own, we fail.
******************* 

That’s what today’s gospel is about, I think.  Jesus is confronting the Pharisees and elders about their legalistic approach to life in this parable of the vineyard.  It’s about how violence and even death can result when there’s no real trust between people, in this case the landowner and the tenants, who have just a legal agreement.  The landowner entrusts his vineyard to tenants to care for it.  Presumably, they work hard, and have a successful crop.  But when the landowner, as agreed, sends  his slaves to collect the produce, the tenants, assuming they will be short-changed, become enraged and kill them. Two times!  So the landowner sends his son, thinking at least he will be respected, and they kill him too.  They assume greed and manipulation on the part of the landowner.  They do not see his son as potentially generous, and the truth is, perhaps he is not.  Lawful though their relationship may be, it is not grounded in mutual commitment to the goodness of God.

Then Jesus makes his point: What, he asks them, will the landowner do to those tenants?  They reply:  He will put them to a wretched death and lease the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the produce at harvest time… See, even the landlord is not trustworthy.  He kills, too, when the legal arrangement fails him.  

The Pharisees and their compatriots against Jesus are doing to Jesus what the tenants do to the landowner’s son.  The Pharisees are, after all, the most righteous of men, following every letter of the law.  Just as the tenants think they earned the profits to come from sale of the crops, so the Pharisees believe they deserve by their efforts to be in power!  And yet, they sense that Jesus’ kind of power trumps theirs.  When Jesus points to their fearfulness, they are convinced he must die.

Here’s where the twist comes, though.  Jesus’ father is a different kind of landlord.  When they kill God’s son, God is not going to return the favor.  For God’s power is grounded in Love.  God’s law is different. 
********************** 

That’s what we can learn from the ten commandments we heard this morning.  We need remember that we do not earn God’s grace by perfectly obeying even these laws, which regulate both our relationship with God and with other people.  They are revealed to us by God’s generosity.  They are guideposts for us.  By praying with them we can see how we are doing in both our relationship with God and with other people.  When we are obeying them, it’s because we are grounded in the love of God.  And when we are not, there’s no amount of legislation that can force us into submission.  The relationship comes before the law, not the other way around. The relationship needs our attention.

Our society tells us we need more laws.  Jesus tells us the ten commandments all are summed up in just two: Love the Lord your God with all your heart and soul and mind and strength, and love your neighbor as yourself.  On these two hang all the Law and the prophets.  Love precedes and undergirds the law.
So, back to the parable one more time:  Jesus says that new tenants will produce the fruits of the kingdom.  Paul lists the fruit of the Spirit in his letter to the Galatians: love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control.  Good fruit grows from good earth. Their good earth is God.  They lead to a life of compassion and mutual respect, honesty and justice.  Quite a contrast between the law of God and the self-protective plethora of laws by which we attempt to guide our society.
We definitely need societal laws, not anarchy, while we learn to listen to God.  And yet, we must ground their creation and our obedience to them in the generosity and goodness of God.  Then, perhaps, there will be new tenants who produce good fruit.  Even though such transformation will have to continue through the ages, are we not called to begin?  We have something to think about.




Amen.
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