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Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost—Proper 22—Year A 

Exodus 20:1-4,7-9, 12-20 

Psalm 19 

Philippians 3:4b-14 

Matthew 21:33-46 

 

Here we are. I was ordained in 1994. I preached after Columbine. I preached after Virginia Tech. I 

preached after Newtown and Aurora and the Sihk Temple in Wisconsin. I preached after Charleston 

and San Bernadino and Orlando. And now, today. Another mass shooting—Las Vegas now joins the 

litany—and another Sunday of bringing all the brokenness of the world, and the brokenness in our 

hearts, here, to this place. Here to put our swirling thoughts into conversation with the Big Story, with 

our sacred texts, with Christ who is risen in our midst and lives among us—searching for meaning, 

searching for understanding that will help us see something more, something deeper, something still 

true amidst all our unanswered questions. Here to give voice to our lament in our prayers and to confess 

our complicity in all of it. Here to let the rhythms of the music move our energy, to sing our pain and 

keep singing all the way through to hope. Here to bring whatever it is we carry and hold to this altar, to 

release it, so that our hands are empty to receive the bread of life and the cup of costly wholeness that 

reminds us that life bleeds, here to receive this communion so that we know in our bones that we are not 

alone—we are woven into the body of Christ, made new for the work that lies ahead.  

 

We gather together as church for lots of reasons, but days like today remind us that our coming together 

is real and necessary and powerful and hard and healing. No one piece of this morning will make us 

whole. For each of us, one piece will speak to our hearts more than another, but somewhere in this time 

together, something will land that will start to knit us back together. 

 

The sermon is the place set aside that most overtly calls us into the wrestling. What does the Word of 

God have to say to us on a day like today? What is God trying to say to us through the Word 

made flesh in Jesus? Where is there good news, gospel, when the world is broken and violence has 

rained down upon us? 

 

And boy, today’s gospel doesn’t seem to help us out much, at least not on first glance, because it is so 

violent itself.  

 

Today picks up right where last week left off. So let’s remember back to last week—the scribes and 

elders have questioned Jesus’ authority, questioned his privilege and influence to do the things he’s 

doing and to heal the way he’s healing. Jesus doesn’t answer their questions and goes on to tell 

them the parable about the two sons—the one who said he wouldn’t go work in the vineyard and 

later extended his care and went, and the other son who said he’d go, but never did. Jesus 

challenges the scribes and the elders on their inability to extend their care, their inability to see and 

trust the likes of John the Baptist as the tax collectors and prostitutes did. 
 

Jesus then continues with the parable he tells today about the householder who planted a vineyard, set 

a hedge around it, dug a winepress in it, built a tower, and gave it over to the care of tillers of the 

soil, literally “those who work the ground.” The householder then went abroad. When the harvest 

time came, he sent his servants to the tillers of the soil to receive his fruit.  

 

And those workers of the ground, received his servants and beat one, killed another, and stoned 

another.  
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The householder sent more servants, more than the first, and they did the same to them.  

 

Afterward, the householder sent his son, saying, “They will revere my son.”  

 

But the workers of the ground saw the son and said among themselves, “This is the heir, come let 

us kill him and take possession of the inheritance.” So, they threw him out of the vineyard and 

killed him.  

 

Jesus then asks, “When the lord of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those workers of the 

ground?” 

 

They, the scribes and elders, answered Jesus, “He will bring those wicked, evil ones, he will bring 

those of a bad nature, to a miserable death, destroy them, kill them, and give the vineyard over to 

other tillers of the soil who will give him back the fruit in due season, at the right time.” 

 

Jesus said to them, “Have you never read in the scriptures: ‘The stone that the builders rejected 

has become the cornerstone; this was the Lord’s doing, and it is marvelous, amazing in our eyes’? 

Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a people that 

produces the fruits of it. The one who falls on this stone will be shattered, broken into pieces; and 

on whomever it falls, and the greek is interesting here, it will winnow them, like how you cleanse the 

chaff away from the grain, it will crush them to pieces, grind them into dust.” 

 

When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they came to know, they came to 

understand, in a deep way, that he was speaking of them, that he was meaning them, that he was 

calling them by name. When they sought to seize him, they feared the crowds, because they held 

him as a prophet. 

 

There we have it. Violence unleashed on innocents. Servants simply going to do what servants do, 

collect the fruit that is due the householder; concert-goers simply going to a music festival to have a 

good time, and violence and death is rained down upon them. It assaults one’s sensibilities. The 

householder is stunned—“Surely, they wouldn’t repeat such violence a second time,” but repeat it they 

do. “Surely, they wouldn’t do such violence to his son,” but kill him they do. “Surely, surely, this 

madness will stop,” but the madness keeps right on being mad.  

 

For those listening, for those watching these scenes unfold, something close to vengeance starts to rise 

in our hearts, and the vengeance can go sideways in a heartbeat. Maybe that vengeance gets sprayed out 

toward the wicked workers, that evil shooter whose nature is just bad, especially when their skin is a 

different color or their God goes by a different name. Maybe that vengeance gets sprayed out toward 

ideologies that stoke the fires of division. Maybe that vengeance gets sprayed out toward mental health 

systems that are broken. Maybe that vengeance gets sprayed out toward an adoration of guns and 

mechanical adaptations that can dispense death with gruesome efficiency, an adoration that comes 

dangerously close to idolatry. Maybe that which we wish to see destroyed is our fixation with 

security. Maybe that vengeance gets unleashed upon those who stand in the way of reasonable gun 

laws and the limits on freedom necessary when we try to live together in society.  

 

Life is sacred, and when we see life mowed down in such an arbitrary way, it unravels something in us. 

And that is a dangerous moment, because that unraveling can go a couple of different ways—it can sow 

the seeds of vengeance that will take root and take over our lives like an invasive species, or it can drop 
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us into the waters of chaos where we drown in powerlessness, OR it can be the chaos over which God 

will create new life. 

 

Jesus knows about this dangerous moment. Jesus asks those listening a piercing question that pulls back 

the curtain on the state of our hearts, “When the lord of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those 

who unleashed that violence for the sake of seizing something that wasn’t ever theirs?” 

 

And those listening succumbed to the chaos that was churning inside them, and they separated 

themselves from those who had unleashed such violence and death, “He will bring those wicked, evil 

ones, he will bring those of a bad nature, to a miserable death, destroy them, kill them, and give the 

vineyard over to somebody else who will do a better job.” And vengeance wins the day, and the 

thirst for blood is satisfied, and the cycle of violence repeats all over again. As soon as vengeance, 

whatever its target, takes root in our heart, we, you and I, join this never-ending cycle of violence.  

 

But the Lord of the vineyard is Jesus, and Jesus does a radical thing. He reminds those listening 

about the stone that the builders rejected and how that stone becomes the cornerstone, the stone 

upon which the building is built, and how the kingdom of God will be taken away from those who 

can’t see beyond vengeance and given to a people who find the space in their hearts to produce the 

fruits of the kingdom of God—peace; mercy; justice, yes, but justice soaked through and through with 

mercy; compassion; forgiveness; kindness; care. The one who falls on this stone will have their 

vengeful heart shattered. This stone, when it falls, will have a winnowing effect on their heart, 
separating that which is lifegiving from that which is not, grinding them to dust. But remember what 

God does with dust—Genesis 2! God reaches down into dust and shapes it anew and breathes 

divine breath into it and makes it a new creation.  

 

When the world is crying out for vengeance in one form or another, we need to remember that God has 

a different foundation in mind. We need to let the ways of mercy and forgiveness that are rejected 

over and over be the stone that causes us to stumble, that shatters our hard hearts, that returns us 

to dust so that God can shape our hearts and wills anew. Only then, will we be able to work the 

ground of love and bear the fruits of the kingdom of God. Only then, will we be able to do our part to 

help our country through the insanity that has overtaken all of us. Only then, will be able to be 

ambassadors of peace and reconciliation and visionaries who can help all of us find a third way that 

can balance the rights we need to protect with the rights that we need to yield. Only then, will we be 

able to see that there are creative ways forward when we let go of our need for vengeance and desire to 

win at all costs. 

 

Beloved brothers and sisters, followers of Jesus who is always calling us out by name when we get 

stuck and calling us forward to a vision of care and compassion that is so much bigger than where 

we want to draw the lines, we are living in violent and chaotic times, and it’s stirring our hearts 

bigtime.  

 

Where will the swirl take you?  

 

Those listening to Jesus in that temple, they got that Jesus was talking about them, and the thought 

of letting that vengeance go scared them to death. They’d just as soon dispense with that messenger, 

just like those workers of the ground in the parable, as they would give up their vengeful armor. The 

only thing that kept them from seizing Jesus was the fear that they would lose their privilege and 

influence with the crowds. 
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It’s tricky, and it’s not a done deal as to which way we will go. Where will the swirl take you?  

 

Will you be pulled down into the chaos and give yourselves over to the desire for vengeance?  

 

OR, will you see these shattering experiences as another fall on the stone that is calling us to 

examine our foundation, another invitation to be shattered ourselves, so that God really can make 

us new. And being made new, then take our rightful place, joined to the cornerstone, doing our part 

to build this world upon the sure foundation of the fruits of the kingdom, doing our part to reject 

the ways of vengeance and seek instead the ways of peace and forgiveness, mercy and kindness, 

justice and love.  

 

We have our work cut out for us. I know it’s been a hard week; it’s been a hard month; it’s just a hard 

season in the life of our world.  

 

Let us not grow weary, but trust that the cornerstone is solid. And even when we’re crushed, 

remember, God knows how to breathe life back into our mortal dust, and God will shape us anew 

and knit us together, building up the peaceable kingdom, one living stone at a time. Amen. 

 

 

The Rev. Cynthia K. R. Banks  

St. Luke’s Episcopal Church, Boone, NC 

October 8, 2017 


