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THE TWENTY-SEVENTH SUNDAY OF ORDINARY TIME, Year A 
Is 5:1-7; Ps 80:9,12,13-14,15-16,19-20; Phil 4:6-9; Mt 21:33-43 

 

GOOD TENANTS FOR THE VINEYARD 
Homily by Fr. Michael A. Van Sloun 

Sunday, October 8, 2017, 7:30 p.m., 

Minnesota Vikings, Marriott Hotel, Chicago, Illinois 

 

We have just heard Jesus, the Master Teacher (Mt 7:29; 13:54)., 

  use a parable to confront the religious leaders, 

  the chief priests and the elders. 

Jesus is sly as fox (see Mt 10:16). 

Jesus does not go head-to-head powerful, entrenched clerics. 

He is too classy to get into a shouting match or a heated debate. 

Rather, Jesus devised a story  

  based on Isaiah’s Song of the Vineyard (Is 5:1-7), our first reading, 

    and he used it to expose their deplorable attitudes and bad behavior. 

Jesus does no name calling, no shouting, 

  but he chastises them nonetheless. 

 

Jesus is a pro at parables  

  (see Mt 13; 18:10-14,21-35; 20:1-15; 21:28-32,33-43; 22:1-14; 25:1-13,14-30). 

Parables have many allegorical elements 

  in which one thing represents something else. 

 

You probably have heard the symbolism of this parable explained before, 

  so you probably know quite a bit of this, 

  but let’s unpack the details so we are all on the same page. 

 

The landowner represents God. 

The vineyard is God’s Chosen people, the nation of Israel, all Jews (Is 5:7a). 

Each plant or separate vine represents an individual person. 

The tenants are the religious leaders, 

  those who are supposed to take care of the vines, serve the people, 

  so they will produce a rich harvest of grapes, 

    many good works, stronger faith, and good example (Mt 21:33b). 

Harvest time is judgment day (Mt 21:34). 

The landowner, God, sent an initial set of servants, the early prophets, 

  to guide the tenants in the service of their people. 

The first wave of prophets included Eli and Samuel, Elijah and Elisha, and Nathan, 

  but the religious leaders opposed, persecuted, and killed them (Mt 21:34-35). 

Then the landowner, God, in his goodness tried again, 

  and sent a second set of servants, another round of prophets, more numerous than the first: 

  the major prophets, Isaiah, Jeremiah, and Ezekiel; 

  and the twelve minor prophets, prophets like Hosea and Amos, Joel and Jonah, 

  but once again the religious leaders opposed, persecuted, and killed them (Mt 21:36). 
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So the landowner, the father – God – desperate to get through to the religious leaders, 

  and wanting to help his Chosen People, decided to send his Son (Mt 21:37). 

The only Son is Jesus. 

Jesus is referring to himself in the story. 

The religious leaders had already opposed him and were plotting against him (Mt 12:14). 

Jesus had just predicted his Passion and death (Mt 16:21; 17:22-23; 20:17-19). 

He could see the death of the only Son coming (Mt 21:39). 

 

Jesus was aggravated and irritated with the religious leaders. 

The chief priests and the elders were the tenants, 

  and it was their responsibility to take excellent care of the vineyard. 

The owner, God, gave them a vineyard that was in great shape (Is 5:2; Mt 21:33). 

The owner, God, departed for a while (Mt 21:33c), 

  not to abandon them, but to give them the freedom to operate. 

God was not going to micromanage their work. 

But the owner intended to return to hold them accountable, 

  to see if there was any produce, 

  to see if the vines, their people, had made any spiritual progress. 

When the landowner returned, 

  he found that the tenants, the chief priests and elders 

    were mostly concerned with maintaining their positions of importance 

      and primarily looking out for themselves (see Ez 34:2-4; Mt 23:3b-7), 

  and, they had failed to help their people, the vines, to make spiritual headway, 

    and they had little or no produce to show. 

 

In the end, the tenants, the chief priests and elders, 

  would not only fail to produce good fruit. 

They would also seize the son (Mt 21:39a), they arrested Jesus (Mt 26:47,57); 

  and they killed him (Mt 21:39c), they had him crucified (Mt 27:26b,38). 

 

Then Jesus finished with a zinger. 

Jesus said that their role as tenants, their responsibility for the vineyard, 

    would be taken from them (Mt 21:43a);  

  they would be deposed. 

And, care for the vineyard would be transferred from the chief priests and the elders 

  to his twelve apostles (Mt 21:43b). 

 

As you can see, the symbolism is rich, 

  and without “going postal,”  

  without going berserk or on a temper tantrum, 

  Jesus used a story to sternly reprimand the chief priests and elders. 

 

The Parable of the Tenants in the Vineyard is timeless, 

  and it can be applied in many ways these days. 
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Let’s take myself, for instance. 

My parish, St. Bartholomew’s, is my vineyard. 

God had placed me there as the chief tenant. 

God arranged the vineyard nicely before I arrived. 

  The parish is 100 years old. 

  A new church was constructed in 2007, six years before I got my assignment. 

  1400 families were already members of the parish. 

God says, “Michael, take care of my vineyard. 

  I’m going to leave for a while. 

  Get to work. 

  Use your creativity. 

  I’m not going to be looking over your shoulder or breathing down your neck. 

  But I do intend to come back later, 

    and I am going to be looking for good fruit: 

    your parishioners who have grown closer to me, who have stronger faith, 

      who do more good works, and are more generous.” 

 

So I have a choice. 

 

I can be like the chief priests and elders, 

  prideful, enjoying my position of power and authority, 

    self-absorbed and greedy, 

  failing to help my parishioners to make spiritual headway, 

    and consequently, the vines in my parish would produce little fruit, 

     or sour fruit, or rotten fruit. 

Or, I can be like Jesus, 

  humble, obedient to God’s will, 

  generous, glad to serve, 

  willing to sacrifice for the benefit of others, 

  doing my best to help my parishioners be better Christians. 

 

The Parable of the Tenants in the Vineyard  

  has clear applications for Vikings coaches and staff. 

 

The vineyard is the team. 

The tenants of the vineyard are the coaches and staff. 

God wants you to take excellent care of the vines, the players, 

  and to help them to bear good fruit. 

You are the chief coaches, the elders, of the Vikings organization. 

When God appointed you to this task, 

  he gave you a vineyard that was well-arranged already. 

    The team has existed since the 1960s. 

    Many, many previous coaches and players  

      have laid a foundation and established a tradition. 

    There is a large fan base and strong support. 

 



 

4 

 

God has entrusted the vineyard to you, 

  and God wants you to bear good fruit. 

You are to care for the individual plants, each athlete, 

  to cultivate a vineyard that puts its talents to the best possible use (see Mt 25:14-30), 

    a vineyard that gives excellent effort, 

  a team that produces good fruit (Mt 7:20; 12:33), 

    fierce determination, great resiliency, good example, and outstanding witness, 

  words and deeds that glorify God (Mt 5:16). 

 

The people of Israel, the vineyard, could not bear good fruit on its own; 

  it needed strong spiritual leadership. 

Likewise, this vineyard, this team, the Minnesota Vikings and its players, 

  cannot achieve its best 

  without coaches and staff who provide exceptional leadership. 

Leadership certainly includes teaching fundamentals and developing game plans, 

  but it also includes a climate of mutual respect and cooperation, honesty and integrity, 

    a culture of excellence and mutuality, 

     working together for the common good, for mutual benefit, 

    in a vineyard where the tenants, the leaders, are servants. 

 

God is not going to tell you how to do this. 

Remember, the landowner went away for a while (Mt 21:33c). 

It gives you, the tenants, freedom to operate, freedom to be creative. 

But don’t forget, when the landowner returns, 

  the landowner is going to be looking for good fruit. 

 

You have choices. 

 

You can be like the chief priests and the elders, 

  and be mostly concerned about your position of importance 

  and getting ahead yourself. 

Or, you can be like Jesus, a true servant, 

  and sacrifice yourself for the welfare of others, 

  and foster a climate in which God-given talents are put to the best possible use, 

  in which the tenants promote the common good 

  so that all in the vineyard would give glory to God. 

 

It is an awesome privilege for us to be tenants in God’s vineyard. 

We tenants are asked to produce good fruit for the Lord. 

 

     


