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The Eighteenth Sunday after Pentecost 
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First Lutheran Church 
St. Joseph, MO 
Pastor Keith Hohly 
 
Grace and Peace to you this day in the name of our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 
 
A number of years ago a movie came out called The Field.  The story is set in Ireland, and it’s about a tenant 
farmer named Bull McCabe who for many years struggles to make a meager living for his family off a small 
plot of land.  Even though he doesn’t own it, Bull McCabe loves this land and is obsessive in caring for it.  The 
time comes, however, when the person who does owns the land decides to sell it at auction.  McCabe is 
determined to buy the land for himself and is successful in intimidating all the other locals from bidding for it.   
 
There is, however, an outsider who comes in from America and this outsider is not so easily intimidated.  This 
American wants to buy the land in order to excavate the limestone beneath the soil for constructing highways.  
McCabe devises a plan to scare off this competing bidder for the property, but his plan gets out of hand and 
instead of only scaring off his competition, McCabe ends up killing him.  At first, McCabe tries to cover up his 
crime, but is eventually unable to maintain the cover up and the truth comes out.   
 
The tragedy of this story is not just about love for a piece of property, but of the obsessive desire to own it.  By 
the end of the movie, McCabe’s obsession has alienated his family and friends, has led him to kill another 
human being, and has caused him to lose everything. 
 
In the first lesson this morning the prophet Isaiah sings a song in which he compares the people of God to a 
vineyard that is owned by God.  In the song, God cares for this vineyard diligently and expects it to yield 
wonderful fruit.  The vineyard in this song is an allegory for God’s people Israel, and the expectation of the 
vineyard expressed in the song is the expectation God has of God’s people.  That God’s expectations of the 
vineyard are not realized is symbolic of the reality that God’s expectations of God’s people are not being 
realized, either.  The vineyard is producing wild, sour grapes, and so are the people of God.  The sourness of the 
fruits of their living is evidenced by their failure to live by the two most essential values of their faith:  justice 
and righteousness.  The nation of Israel has become a field of injustice and bloodshed, and the prophet Isaiah 
promises that God is bringing judgment against them and that they are about to lose everything. 
 
In the gospel this morning, Jesus takes this song from Isaiah and turns it into a parable.  But in doing so, Jesus 
changes certain aspects of it.  The focus of Isaiah’s song is on the vineyard, but in the parable the focus is on the 
tenant farmers who are leasing the land from its owner.  When the time for harvest comes, the landowner sends 
his slaves to the tenants to collect from them what rightfully belongs to the owner.  But in their refusal to give 
over the produce of the land, the tenants beat, stone and even kill the slaves that are sent.  In their desire to own 
the land for themselves, they even kill the son of the landowner when he is sent to collect.  When Jesus asks 
those who hear this parable what they believe will come of the tenants to whom the land has been leased, they 
respond by saying that the tenants will likely lose everything: “The landowner will put those wretches to a 
miserable death,” they say, “and lease the vineyard to other tenants who will give him the produce at harvest 
time.” 
 
For me, at the heart of this parable is the issue of ownershipand how ownership often leads to very bad 
behaviors on the part of people who either have ownership or desire it.  In the parable, the farmers are tenants 
not owners, and the land on which they live is not theirs – it is a lease to them.  It is their desire for ownership, 
one could even say their obsession for ownership, which, much like the movie The Field, leads to harmful and 
even violent acts, and eventually results in these tenants losing everything.  I believe this parable is told in order 
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that we might come to a fundamental understanding about our lives and the fields that have been given to us – a 
fundamental understanding that we, too, are tenants, and not really owners.  We do not truly own the things we 
have – they are a lease to us – and we have a responsibility to the One who truly owns the things that have been 
given to us – a responsibility to live with them as this One would have us do. 
 
God’s word to us is simply this: We human beings are born into this world with nothing and we will leave this 
world with nothing.  Ownership truly belongs to God, not us.  We are tenants in our lives here in this place and 
all that we have is on lease to us from God – with the expectation that we will use what is being leased to us to 
produce good fruits.  Losing sight of this understanding corrupts our living and leads to producing bad fruit. 
 
There once was a young and growing congregation in our synod that had just recently completed an expansion 
of their church building.  They were, however, continuing to grow so rapidly that they were even pressed for 
space in their newly expanded facility.  On Sunday mornings, the fellowship hall that was recently added on 
served both as a place for coffee and fellowship between services as well as the room where their Sunday 
School classes conducted their opening worship.  There was often an overlap of time between these two 
activities, and the noise from those in fellowship interfered with the worship service of the Sunday School.  So, 
on one Sunday morning, the leader of the Sunday School went over to the people drinking coffee, pointed out 
that they were causing something of a disturbance, and invited them to join the worship service.  One of the 
men in the fellowship group was rather offended by the invitation.  He turned to the Sunday School leader and 
said: “I paid for this space and helped build it.  That gives me the right to stand here and drink coffee if I want 
to.” 
 
When our children were much younger, my father sent me a letter in which he included some articles about 
teaching the value of money to children.  The articles were focused in particular about the value of saving 
money and how children need to learn this lesson early on in life.  They were good articles and what they said is 
certainly true, but perhaps where the gospel leads us this morning is to understand something else that we need 
to learn early on about not only money, but about all that we claim to possess.  We truly do not own these things 
we have.  They are a lease to us by God.  Focusing on ownership only tends to lead us away from those things 
God desires the vineyards of our lives to produce: justice and righteousness – the fruits of the kingdom.  In the 
beginning God created and blessed humankind and told us to fill the earth and subdue it.  God gave us dominion 
over the animals of the earth and gave us all kinds of things for food.  But God never gave us this creation to 
own.  It is a lease to us for our enjoyment and well-being and for the enjoyment and well-being of all who live 
in this creation, and for the enjoyment and well-being of all who come after us.  Perhaps an understanding of 
ownership from God’s point of view is something that can really bring change to the lack of well-being and 
enjoyment found in many of our local, national and world communities. 


