5th October 2008 – Harvest Festival
God’s Ownership
Readings:  Isaiah 5.1-7,  Matthew 21.33-46

 

I found this really lovely true story...

 

A woman in a large shopping precinct decided that she needed a coffee break.  She bought a small packet of biscuits and sat down with a cup of coffee, having to share a table with a chap who was reading his paper.  As she sipped her coffee and read a magazine, she reached out and took her first biscuit.  As she did so, the man opposite reached out and took one too.  Needless to say she was a bit put out, but I suppose a bit like I would have been, she was too surprised to say anything.  A few moments later she took another biscuit, and once again the man did the same.  This really upset here, and seeing only one biscuit left, she was about to grab it, when the man picked it up, broke it in half, and had the cheek to offer half to her, and then eat the other half himself.  Then he smiled at her and, put the paper under his arm, and walked off.  Was she really cross.  Her relaxing coffee break had been ruined, she folded her magazine and stuffed it into her shopping bag - only to notice, under where it had sat on the table, her own unopened packet of biscuits.

 

We always get into a muddle when we confuse the ownership of things.

 

I would guess that some of the crisis in the financial markets at the moment is because people have bought stuff without really being sure what it was they were buying and what they were going to end up owning or not owning - and the turmoil has continued because of the uncertainty over who's going to be holding what when the music stops.  Nobody wants the poisonous stuff to end up in the hands of someone who isn't big enough to handle the burden of it all - and hence the need for wealthy governments to cut in and offer guarantees.

 

But what's changed?  Two thousand years ago Jesus told the parable we've just heard about confused ownership, and even that was a message drawn from one the people had heard centuries earlier through the prophet Isaiah.
Both the readings started with a fairly clear agenda - Isaiah...  "My loved one had a vineyard on a fertile hillside.  He dug it up and cleared it of stones and planted it with the choicest vines.  He built a watchtower in it and cut out a winepress as well."
And Matthew...  "There was a landowner who planted a vineyard. He put a wall around it, dug a winepress in it and built a watchtower. Then he rented the vineyard to some farmers and went away on a journey."

 

The owner, 'dug, cleared, planted, built and cut.'  That's quite a commitment.  What we see around us this morning isn't just the fruit of our labours - it's the fruit of God's labours too, the one who's land, who's world, this is.  If it's his world, then we shouldn't be surprised if he wants to be involved in what goes on and is prepared to work so hard - and we need to remember that we're here as guests, not owners.

 

In Biblical times, and we still have some laws about this today, it was important for any landowner who let his property to remind the tenants that he was the owner - and if a tenant could show that he'd had no contact for three years, then he became the legal owner.  Of course, you couldn't simply shoot the messenger and then pretend that you hadn't heard anything from the owner - but that's how the tenants in this parable behaved.  They couldn't really see any reason why they should live as tenants when they thought they had the power and the resources to live as owners.

 

Again, nothing's changed.  Here we are today, living in God's world but behaving as though it's ours.  There's been some fairly lively stuff in the press recently over the debate between Darwinism and Creationism - is this all an accident or is it all God's?  The arguments used by the media to outline both sides of the argument are so weak (essentially polarised stereotypes) that I can't believe the debate is really about evolution and religion, I think it's about something different, disguised as that - and I suspect it's a debate about who's world this really is.

 

Many people believe that God is silent today, he hasn't spoken for more than just three years and so it's no wonder that we've come to assume ownership of his world - but that assumption comes from our not listening, not from any reluctance to speak on God's part.  God is very much around, he is active, speaking to us every day and always trying to remind us that it's his world - we're just not very good at listening.

 

Of course, some of us hear God better in the wonder and glory around us, and some can listen better in the hard times - but God is with us in both, he with us in all circumstances.

 

In just about every age, in every culture, in every race, harvest time has been a cause for celebration and thanksgiving.  Today we're gathered to give thanks to God and acknowledge the love he declares for us in giving us so much, in providing for us through the produce of the land.  St Paul wrote to the Romans that creation itself speaks of God's presence around us.  In Psalm 19, "The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands. There is no speech or language where their voice is not heard."

 

God is speaking all the time - but if we don't listen to the wonder revealed in creation, perhaps we'll hear in other ways...

 

At the end of the gospel reading, the authorities knew Jesus was talking about them.  It wasn't what they wanted to hear, but it was God's voice that they heard.  In the Old Testament passage, Isaiah finished with this verdict, "He looked for justice, but saw bloodshed; for righteousness, but heard cries of distress."  Are not all those who suffer injustice and who cry out in distress the voice of God?  Jesus once said (Matt 25:34-45), "I was hungry and you gave me something to eat, I was thirsty and you gave me something to drink, I was sick and you looked after me.  Whatever you did for one of the least of these, you did for me."

 

C S Lewis said that suffering was God's megaphone to a deaf world - God claiming ownership, and hoping that as tenants, we'd realise our responsibilities as well as acknowledging all that he has done for us.
Today we've never been so tired, stressed, depressed, indebted, drugged, drunk, divorced, obese and insecure.  Maybe if we let God be the owner, we'd enjoy more of the fruits of our labours.

 

In the good and the bad, in times of plenty and in times of famine, God speaks.

 

It's been said that one of the jobs of the church is to keep the rumour of God alive in the world.  I'd like to think that we could do better than just spreading rumours - the rumour of a landowner's existence wasn't enough to prove ownership in biblical times and if we're going to help each other out of the muddles we get ourselves into we're going to need to be a little more confident that there is someone around who's big enough to carry the burden of our mistakes - in modern day imagery, to pay for our bad or toxic debts.

 

The readings started with the owner of the land doing all the hard work - the digging, clearing, cutting, building and so on.  God is a god who works hard to provide a good place for us.  He's not detached or disinterested but passionate about what goes on here - and he longs hear us celebrating his goodness.  He's also a God who cares for the weak and powerless, those on the butt end of injustice, and he wants us to care too.  Of course we can't do it on our own, but that's the good news, God is big enough and willing enough to carry that burden for us.  God didn't need to vote on any rescue package, looking for a two to one majority in the Holy Trinity, there's no hesitation in giving us good things and delivering us from evil.

 

"He makes me lie down in green pastures, he leads me beside quiet waters.
He guides me in paths of righteousness for his name's sake. 
You prepare a table before me in the presence of my enemies. You anoint my head with oil; my cup overflows. Surely goodness and love will follow me all the days of my life, and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever."

