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The Nineteenth Sunday after Pentecost
October 4, 2026 
Isaiah 5:1-7; Psalm 80:7-15; Philippians 3:4b-14; Saint Matthew 21:33-46


In nomine Jesu!

It’s always been my plan that worship in these opening months of fall be hopeful, but neither the headlines nor the lectionary got the memo. Today’s readings echo the heartbreak around us: love poured out and not returned. Isaiah’s beloved clears a fertile hill, plants choice vines, builds a watchtower, and prepares a winepress. Everything needed for life is given, yet the vineyard yields rotten grapes. Jesus takes up the song: tenants answer a landowner’s generosity with violence and finally murder his son. These texts are severe, but not cruel. Their sharpness rises from wounded love.

“What more was there to do for my vineyard that I have not done in it?” God asks through Isaiah. This is not a distant owner checking an investment, but one who has tended, protected, and waited. God looks for justice and sees bloodshed, for righteousness and hears the oppressed cry out. God desires not religious display but a common life shaped by compassion, faithfulness, justice, and care for the neighbor. When people are treated as disposable, power is hoarded, or suffering is ignored, God’s vineyard bears bitter fruit.

Paul knows what it is to trust the wrong harvest. He can claim ancestry, learning, discipline, zeal, and obedience. Yet he counts it all as loss beside knowing Christ. His life is no longer a résumé offered to God, but a gift received from Christ.

Jesus’ parable turns toward the mystery at the heart of our faith. The tenants cast the son outside the vineyard and kill him: at the cross, human sin rejects God’s beloved One. Yet God makes rejection the beginning of salvation: “The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone.” The murdered Son is raised; the outcast becomes the foundation of a new people. God will not bless violence or exploitation. Judgment is real, but it is not the last word. The crucified and risen Christ is.
God owns the vineyard; we are God’s agents, nothing more and nothing less. God has expectations of how we agents of God should act. That truth speaks urgently to our political life. We may disagree about borders, policy, real threats, and government’s duties. But followers of Jesus may not yield to contempt, falsehood, or scapegoating. Scripture never permits us to make a neighbor a convenient enemy.

What fruit is God nurturing and expect among us? Justice, not bloodshed. Righteousness not anguished cries. We bear it when we refuse dehumanizing rumors, hold public safety and human dignity together, defend due process, feed the hungry, welcome the stranger, and speak truth without contempt. Laws and policies are complex; the command to love our neighbor is not optional. This persistent work is holy: Christ taking flesh in our lives and our common life.

Paul therefore refuses both pride and despair. Not yet complete, he releases what lies behind and presses toward what lies ahead—not from amnesia, but from freedom from past achievements and failures. Christ has taken hold of him, so he keeps moving toward Christ. The same grace holds us. We press on not to earn God’s love, but because Christ has made us God’s own—and because our neighbors need the justice and mercy Christ calls forth from us. We do it all, not out of fear or anger, but for the joy set before us.

Today we hear warning and promise. This world, this nation, this society—all are God’s beloved vineyard. God places us here as stewards, not owners, and expects fruit: justice, not bloodshed; compassion for all, not anguish and fear for some. Yet the One who judges also plants, tends, restores, and gives the Son. The risen Christ is among us, pouring out the Holy Spirit to soften our hearts, prune what cannot give life, and nourish us with his own life, “given and shed for you—and all people.”

Times like these demand that we heed these warnings, lay aside our delusions of grandeur, and end our exclusion of others. Let us tend all God has entrusted to us—not in fear, as though everything depends on us, but in faith, because everything depends on Christ. The vineyard is God’s. The Son sent for us lives. In Christ, we are agents—no more and no less—of God’s just and compassionate kingdom. Judgment is never God’s last word. Christ is, and Christ is God’s promise not to a chosen few, but to all. Amen.
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