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Sermon for the Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost, 
October 8, 2017 
Solemn Mass 
By the Reverend Stephen Gerth 
Year A, Proper 22: Isaiah 5:1–7; Psalm 80:7–14; Philippians 3:14–21; Matthew 21:33–46* 

 
Let me begin by reminding you and me that starting 
last Sunday, our gospel lessons until Advent are taken 
from Matthew’s narrative of Jesus’ last days in 
Jerusalem, the days between his triumphal entry and 
his betrayal. Today, as it were, is Jesus’ second day in 
Jerusalem. 
 
The lesson from Isaiah that we heard is known as 
“The Song of the Vineyard”1—it’s the Scripture Jesus 
uses in his teaching. The passage we heard ends with 
these words, “For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts is 
the house of Israel, and the men of Judah are his 
pleasant planting; and he looked for justice, but 
behold, bloodshed; for righteousness, but behold, a 
cry!”2 
 
We did not hear how the prophet continued. He had 
the six reproaches, six woes—w-o-e-s. Woes for those 

                            
1 The New Oxford Annotated Bible with the Apocrypha: Revised Standard Version, Expanded 
Edition, ed. Herbert G. May and Bruce M. Metzger (New York: Oxford University 
Press, 1977), 828 n. 
2 Isaiah 5:7. 
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who covet the possessions of others, who drink to 
excess, who mock God, who lie, who think they know 
it all, and who take bribes. Before Jesus leaves the 
temple on this second day, he will pronounce seven 
woes on those who do not follow him3 and believe 
that “the kingdom of heaven is at hand.”4 
 
In Jesus’ retelling of the parable, the owner, whom 
Isaiah calls his “beloved,” is God. The vineyard is 
Israel. The farmers are the chief priests, the elders, and 
the Pharisees.5 
 
These leaders understand that in the retelling of the 
vineyard story, Jesus has identified himself as the 
owner’s son.6 Professor Ulrich Luz notes that this is 
the first time in Matthew’s gospel that Jesus speaks of 
himself as God’s Son. Luz says that Jesus’ words from 
this parable are the words that will be used as the 
reason he is crucified.7 The religious leaders also hear 
that the kingdom of God will be taken away from 

                            
3 Matthew 23:1–36. 
4 Matthew 4:17. 
5 Daniel J. Harrington, The Gospel of Matthew, Sacra Pagina, (Collegeville: Liturgical 
Press, 2007), 303. 
6 Matthew 21:37. 
7 Matthew 26:63, 65–66. See Ulrich Luz, Matthew 21–28: A Commentary, trans. James E. 
Crouch, Hermeneia (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2005), 43. 
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them.8 When the day is over, Jesus leaves the temple 
and will never return. 
 
I want to try to talk very briefly about how I 
understand God’s judgment for my life, about what I 
fear. But before I get there, another reminder. By the 
time Matthew wrote, in the early 80s, what comes to 
be the New Testament’s written record of the 
hardening of relationships between Jews on the one 
hand and Jewish and Gentile Christians on the other 
will begin its own arc through history, one that 
remains too real to this day. 
 
Slight digression: I use the word “arc” because of the 
oft quoted words of the Reverend Martin Luther 
King, Jr., “the arc of the moral universe is long, but it 
bends toward justice.”9 It turns out the words 
belonged originally to the Reverend Theodore Parker, 
a prominent abolitionist and Unitarian minister in 
Massachusetts, who died in 1860. 
 
Mr. Parker wrote, “I do not pretend to understand the 
moral universe, the arc is a long one, my eye reaches 

                            
8 Matthew 21:43. 
9 Martin Luther King, Jr., “https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/our-god-marching, 
(accessed 8 October 2017). 

https://kinginstitute.stanford.edu/our-god-marching
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but little ways. I cannot calculate the curve and 
complete the figure by the experience of sight; I can 
divine it by conscience. But from what I see I am sure 
it bends towards justice.”10 (Unitarians aren’t always 
wrong.) Dr. King does get credit for sharpening Mr. 
Parker’s point. 
 
I do not think that the arc of human lives without a 
relationship with our Creator can be a complete one—
and here I am thinking of a translation of one the 
Greek words in Matthew that seems right to me when 
translated, not as “perfect,” but by “complete.” Jesus 
said, “You must be complete, even as your Father in 
heaven is complete.”11 
 
To be confident that there is no God, no Creator, no 
Being greater than the creation and its creatures, just 
doesn’t seem right to me. Jesus does. 
 
Matthew’s writing was shaped by the circumstances 
and history that he knew, lived through, that is, the 

                            
10 https://quoteinvestigator.com/2012/11/15/arc-of-universe/, (accessed 8 October 
2017). See Theodore Parker, Ten Sermons on Religion, 2nd. ed. (Boston: Little, Brown 
and Co., 1855), 84–85. 
11 Matthew 5:48. See A Greek-English Lexicon of New Testament and Other Early Christian 

Literature, 3rd ed. (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000), s.v. “τὲλειος,” 995. 
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First Jewish-Roman War, also called the Great Revolt, 
that ended with the destruction of Jerusalem and the 
temple in the year 70. In late fourth-century 
Constantinople, their bishop, John Chrysostom is 
preaching against Christians worshiping in 
synagogues12—but that gentle co-existence doesn’t 
survive the chaos that ensues in the Christian world 
with the fall of Rome and the rise of Islam. 
 
This passage has had its anti-Judaism uses through 
time, but not as much as other words in Matthew, 
especially, “His blood be on us and on our children,” 
and the passage in John that begins, “You are of your 
father the devil, and your will is to do your father’s 
desires.” 
 
I think you and I have choices across our lives about 
how we respond to the world in which we live and 
about how we take responsibility for what we say and 
do. We can be helpful to others, but we cannot fix 
others. 
 

                            
12 http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/chrysostom_adversus_judaeos_01_homily1.htm, 
(accessed 30 July 2017). 

http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/chrysostom_adversus_judaeos_01_homily1.htm
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On Friday, three men were arrested for plotting to 
make Times Square, in their words, “the next 9/11.”13 
The Hindu festival of lights, Diwali, is Thursday, 
October 19, this year. Yesterday the South Asian 
community in New York held a Diwali event in Times 
Square. It was very crowded. I confess I was very glad 
to see armed police officers; guns are sometimes a 
deterrent to evil. In the end, we human beings can 
only contain outbreaks of evil; evil will be with 
humankind until the end of time. 
 
The consequences of the murders and the wounding 
of so many in Las Vegas a week ago will live on in 
thousands of lives in the years and generations to 
come. Watching the Bollywood dancers, I could not 
help but be afraid of what my soul would think if 
someone I loved was standing next to me and shot 
dead. Our Christian faith does have an answer: eternal 
life with God and with those we have known and 
loved. 
 
Let me conclude with the first woe that follows the 
Song of the Vineyard, “Woe to those who join house 

                            
13 https://www.wsj.com/articles/three-men-charged-with-plotting-attacks-in-new-
york-city-to-support-islamic-state-1507325737 (accessed 8 October 2017). 

https://www.wsj.com/articles/three-men-charged-with-plotting-attacks-in-new-york-city-to-support-islamic-state-1507325737
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to house, who add field to field, until there is no more 
room, and you are made to dwell alone in the midst of 
the land.”14 It is through our relationships, not only 
with God, but also with other people, that we have the 
gift of being alive and the opportunity to use the gift 
of life to meet life’s challenges, cope with its burdens, 
and enjoy the time we have been given. I don’t ever 
want to think that I can do life on my own without 
God or without others, without Christ and other 
Christians. 
 

In the Name of the Father, and of the Son,  
    and of the Holy Spirit. Amen. 
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