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Pentecost 15C

Isaiah 5:1-7
Psalm 80:1-2, 8-18
Hebrews 11:29-12:2
Luke 12:49-56
This summer we have been taking a walk through some of the prophets. In previous weeks we have heard the words of Hosea and Amos, today Isaiah, and next week the call of Jeremiah. The texts have slammed the people of Israel for their injustice and greed, lack of concern for the poor, and worship of the Baals, the gods of property. At other times the prophets have spoken words of love and affection for the same people. The image of the wayward child that comes up in several of the passages makes a lot of sense. The parent loves the child at the same that the parent decries the child’s foolish behavior. I want to take a look at this duality in today’s reading from Isaiah and also the rather troubling words of Jesus from the twelfth chapter of Luke.

We will start with Isaiah. The passage appears to be a song – a love song, no less, for God’s beloved Israel. The voice begins by offering a third person allegorical story about God carefully setting up a vineyard.

Let me say a thing or two about vineyards. It’s no secret that I like good wine, and I enjoy travelling to wine growing regions and sampling the product of the vineyards. I have seen the perfectly tended vineyards of the Cote d’Or in France where the wines produced often sell for over $100 a bottle. The land there is so valuable that every cup of soil that washes off a hillside is collected and carried back to the top of the hill. Many of the vineyards have been in the same family for generations. Some of them are no more than a couple of acres, but they produce elegant, world-class pinot noirs and chardonnays. To take care of these vineyards, the French have developed a special tractor that is just the right size and shape to straddle the vines and to spray, trim, and fertilize them as needed. This machine has been copied in other parts of the world. But the very best vines are tended by hand with great care. The best wines are produced from the best grapes and that often means a hand sorting process before the grapes are pressed. That kind of hands-on attention is what Isaiah is describing in the first verses of chapter 5.

I have also driven through parts of France, California, and Virginia where vineyards have been neglected. Sometimes they are hard to see for all of the weeds that have grown up around the vines. Yet there beneath the tangle of vegetation are the neat rows of posts and wires that hold the vines. There are real vines and there are grapes. But because the vineyard is not being tended -- the vines carefully dressed during the winter months and thinned in the summer months -- the vines are a wild mess. As a result, the grapes never build the intensity of flavor required to produce even mediocre wine. Harvesting and processing the wild grapes would not be worth the time and the trouble. The vineyard is a total loss.

Back to Isaiah. After his lavish description of the vineyard God produced, the shifts voice to God himself and he describes what he will do to the vineyard that he cared for but which produced only wild grapes. He says that will let it go to ruin even denying it rain. The description matches those untended vineyards I have seen – something that is no good for anyone.

In the last verse the allegory is made clear:

For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts 

is the house of Israel, 

and the people of Judah 

are his pleasant planting; 

he expected justice, 

but saw bloodshed; 

righteousness, 

but heard a cry! 

Isaiah 5:7

God’s love is apparent in the first part, and God’s anger is manifest in the second part. Hold that thought and take a look at the Gospel passage. 

I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled… Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division! From now on five in one household will be divided, three against two and two against three; they will be divided:

father against son 

and son against father… 


Luke 12:49-53

So that’s how it’s going to be! We are loved, but we are in danger of being cut off. This is like God’s vineyard. The vineyard that is carefully tended is one where the vines are trimmed, and some of the grapes are pinched off so that the remaining grapes will have more intensity. In the best of all possible worlds and best of all possible vineyards, you can go for both high yield and high flavor. In the idea vineyard all the grapes are used to make a good wine. Likewise, in the ideal family and in the idea family everyone is committed to the way of Jesus Christ. But it does not always work out that way.

I don’t want to press the vineyard analogy any farther, if you’ll pardon the expression. The trimming of vines does not mean we cut off our children or our parents. But being a Christian does mean that you make a community with other Christians.  Your family members cannot be compelled to join you. They choose on their own whether or not to follow Jesus. So it may well be that you have your Christian family and your biological family and they may well be two different things. And then, of course, Jesus calls us to love our neighbors and the neighbor for his listeners turned out to include the despised Samaritans who would have been somewhat beneath the level of even disliked family members.

This Gospel passage is set not long after the story of the Transfiguration that we heard last week and Jesus’ subsequent turn towards Jerusalem. As he goes to Jerusalem there is more conflict, not more peace. As he entered Jerusalem in humility and apparent peace, he unleashed a wave of violence. One can easily imagine that some of the relatives of the disciples were scandalized by what these people were doing and tried to disassociate themselves from the radical religious movement.

The more immediate context for the Gospel text is a series of challenges to standard ways of living -- mostly having to do with possessions. We have looked at those passages that I understand to be about both personal possessions and institutional possessions –governments, corporations, and churches as well as individuals all have a tendency to promote injustice by their greed. Just as there will always be the poor, there will always be people who are OK with gaining power through wealth and property insuring that there is an underclass. 

To gain the attention of those in power, one may need to do something very risky – that is “bring the fire.” Consider the group of people who attempted to deliver humanitarian aid to the people of Gaza on May 31st. The injustice perpetrated by Israel on the Palestinians by denying them medical supplies is now known by the whole the world. The cost for that revelation was high as an unarmed caravan of boats was attacked by well-armed Israeli soldiers and twenty people died. Sometimes there is a cost for loving your neighbor and sometimes the cost is high. Even unto death. Just ask Jesus.

My intention is not to oversimplify the Israeli-Palestinian conflict but to make the point that standing up for values of justice that can promote peace goes against the grain of those in power. That may cause division in families and communities and even divisions between those in faith communities.

I’ll close with this story.

John Wesley was concerned about the rise of denominations and had a dream. In the dream, he was ushered to the gates of Hell. There he asked, "Are there any Presbyterians here?" "Yes!", came the answer. Then he asked, "Are there any Baptists? Any Episcopalians? Any Methodists?" The answer was Yes! each time. Much distressed, Wesley was then ushered to the gates of Heaven. There he asked the same question, and the answer was No! "No?" To this, Wesley asked, "Who then is inside?" The answer came back, "There are only Christians here." (1 Corinthians 1:10-17) 

� http://www.sermonillustrations.com/a-z/d/division.htm
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