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THE TENTH SUNDAY AFTER PENTECOST

Today’s Forecast
Isaiah 5:1-7; Luke 12:49-56

I know that as our nation changes and population shifts from rural
communities to urban centers, our pace of life changes and the agrarian
calendar which has shaped our lives for so long does not effect us as it once
did.  If you are like I am, however, when you get to August, you expect a slow-
down to occur.  August has always been a time to take a breath and take
break, a time for vacation and a little R&R before school resumes and the
rush of fall responsibilities begins.  As the Teacher of Ecclesiastes said, “For
everything there is a season, and a time for every matter under heaven: a
time to work hard and a time to chill out.”  Well, he didn’t exactly say that, but
he should have!  Anyway, for most of us August is a time of the year when we
take a breather.

Preaching is no different.  I confess that in August I often want to resort
to what a former colleague of mine used to call “light preaching.”  I never liked
the idea whenever he mentioned it, but it is appealing at times.  “Light
preaching” consists of sermons that don’t deal with heavy subjects.  They lift
our spirits and make us feel good.  They are more like a cool glass of
lemonade on a hot summer afternoon than a stiff cup of coffee on a bitter
winter’s morning.  There is nothing wrong with a sermon that simply reminds
us that faith is a good thing and the blessings of God surround us.  I can go
for that!

I was kind of thinking in those terms when I reviewed the lectionary
readings for today.  Much to my dismay, instead of the parable of the
shepherd seeking a lost sheep, I found a song about destroying a wild
vineyard and Jesus talking about causing divisions in the family!  These
passages are hardly light summer reading!

I don’t have to use the lectionary every week, but I find it to be a good
discipline because it encourages me to deal with some parts of the Bible I
might otherwise skip over.  So I puzzled over that passage from Isaiah.  The
prophesy of Isaiah overall is a reflection on the history of Israel 150 before



and 150 years after the fall of Jerusalem in 587 B.C.1  This pivotal event
occurred when Assyria conquered the holy city, destroyed the temple, and
hustled many of Jerusalem’s citizens off to Babylon.  That is a tipping point
in understanding Jewish history and biblical theology.

The passage we read earlier looks at Israel’s life before that
catastrophic event.  Creatively, the prophet uses a love song, such as might
have been sung at a wedding, to make his point.  The beloved set about to
create a beautiful and productive vineyard through a great deal of planning
and hard work.  Everything was perfect until wild grapes came up!  Frustrated
and angry, the beloved declared the vineyard a disaster and threatened to let
it go to ruin.  Then we learn that the vineyard is the nation of Israel and the
beloved is God.  Was this song a foreshadowing of what would happen to
Jerusalem?  Indeed.

I really did not want to preach about tearing down vineyards and the
destruction of the temple today.  As I mulled over this story, I saw a friend who
had the back of her van piled with empty boxes.  When I asked what she was
doing, she told me that she had asked her children (and husband) to clean up
their messes scattered throughout the house to no avail.  She was gong to
take the boxes home, tell them once again to clean up and put away, or she
would fill the boxes with their stuff and give it away.

Aha! I thought.  Isaiah understood God as a super-mom telling the
children of Israel that they needed to clean house or else.  From the
beginning, God has been clear about how people are supposed to live
together.  You may remember a heavy-weight document which the Hebrews
know as The Ten Words and we call the Ten Commandments.  Those
guidelines spell out our relationship with God and our relationships with one
another.  For some reason, then and now, people have trouble following ten
very simple rules of life.  In ancient Israel, there was plague of social injustice. 
People took advantage of other people.  There was abuse and disrespect and
neglect of people who were vulnerable. People did not get along.  They
fought.  They feuded.  They went through the motions of worshiping God with
their religious activities (as we discovered last week), but they did not
demonstrate their love of God in their relationships with one another.  Like a
mom on a mission, God said, “Clean up this vineyard, or else!”

1John D.W. Watts, “Isaiah,” Mercer Commentary on the Bible, Watson E. Mills and Richard F. Wilson,
gen. eds., (Macon: Mercer University Press, 1995), 565.
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That same song could be sung today, don’t you think?  All over the
world people struggle with how to live together peacefully, cooperatively, and
beneficially.  We are not any different from the people of Jerusalem who lived
some 2500 years ago.  That song of the vineyard could be sung annually in
most places around the world.  All that God intended from the beginning, I
think, is that healthy, productive communities would work together and look
after one another.  All people would garner respect and be appreciated for
what they bring to the community.  All people would be expected to contribute
to the well-being of the whole and to do nothing which would bring harm or
hardship to another person.  That is why the commandments which marked
the birth of God’s people were and are so critical.  They guide us in how we
should live together.  We don’t take what is not ours.  We don’t diminish the
worth of another individual.  We look out for the well-being of all.

Granted, such a community sounds utopian, but God believed from the
beginning that it was possible and Jesus bought into the idea.  Over and over
he talked about the kingdom of God being already in place and not some
delayed promise for the future.  Over and over he urged people to sense the
power of God’s Spirit at work in the moment to bring about the community that
is the true vineyard of God.

In one of the harshest and most difficult sayings of Jesus that we have,
our Savior warns what the result of the Gospel can be if we do not live
together as the community of God.  If we do not eagerly respond to one
another’s needs as valid, if we do not see one another as a valuable and
cherished child of God, if we do not think more about one another than we do
about ourselves, the call of the Gospel will divide instead of unite us.  It will
cause division instead of peace.  Even family members will take sides against
one another.

Is that not what we see happening now?  You have to look hard to find
a place in the world that we might consider to be “peaceful” today.  We line
up on different sides of largely imaginary lines based on how we see the world
and our best interests in it.  We are separated into camps which are prepared
for battle instead of friendly and beneficial competition.  We are divided
socially, politically, theologically, economically, and just about any other way
you can imagine.  The vineyard of our beloved has grown wild!

Just as creative as Isaiah was to use the common experience of a love
song to bring home his point, Jesus also used a familiar example to get his
message across.
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When you are outside and see a cloud coming up in the west, he said,
you know that it is going to rain.  And when you feel a strong wind blowing up
from the south, he observed, you know it is going to be a scorcher of a day. 
If you are so good at forecasting the weather based on simple observation,
he charged, why can’t you read the signs that tell you a serious threat to
humanity is brewing?  If a sailor can guide his ship based on the observation
of “Red sky in morning, sailors take warning.  Red sky at night, sailor’s
delight,” why can’t you see what is happening all around you and change
course to avoid a catastrophe?  According to Isaiah and Jesus, God is rather
practical in how our world should be run: Take care of the gift I have lovingly
created and given you or you will destroy it and yourselves.

I discovered that mom’s and messy rooms might just have a suggestion
for us.  I ran across an article written by the mom of four children, who, at the
time of the article, were from one to five years old.  Like many families, the
children had way too many toys, made worse by her decision to let each of
them visit the dollar store to buy a toy or two for each sibling for Christmas. 
At minimum, that would have been twelve new toys in addition to whatever
mom and dad and grandparents added to the menagerie.  Of course, those
toys were also added to whatever they children had before.  As expected, the
kids did not play with many of the toys and actually zeroed in on one particular
toy which they proceeded to fight over.  When they did play with some of the
toys, they did not really seem to be enjoying what they were doing.  Unhappy,
fighting children and a floor littered with toys that would not be put away called
for action.

One day, Mom got out a big trash bag and started filling it with toys to
sell or give away.  What surprised her is that the children were eager to help. 
They kept two sets of toys–some plastic blocks and a tool set.  The best was
yet to come, however, because over the next weeks the kids were happier,
they did not fight, and they were more creative in their play.  Before they had
more than they needed or even wanted.  With less, they could call on their
own imaginations to entertain themselves and one another.  Cleaning up their
house and getting rid of what was causing a storm of unhappiness was the
impetus for a happier and healthier family.2

What are we going to do with this vineyard we have been given by our
beloved?  Will we let it grow wild and destroy itself?  Or will we pay attention

2 Tricia Regar, “Why We Got Rid of [Almost All] Our Kids' Toys [and why we don't regret it],” Clean
House with Kids (September 8, 2015); available online at: http://cleanhousewithkids.blogspot.com/2015/09/
why-we-got-rid-of-almost-all-our-kids.html
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to the forecast and decide to learn to use our best selves to live together in
peace.  The intent of the Gospel is to unite and not to divide.  The design for
God’s Good News is for it to be good news for all people.  Perhaps we should
consider the forecast, get rid of some of our unwanted toys and desires, use
our imaginations, learn to play and work together, and begin to enjoy life
again.  If that happens, we might just find a beautiful, relaxing summer’s day
in the future for us all.  May it be so for us.
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August 18, 2019 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We gather here week by week, Holy God, because in the midst of the
challenges and tensions and uncertainties of life, we know that in this sacred
place and among these our brothers and sisters is where we should be.  We
gather to experience your presence through the nurturing of your Holy Spirit,
to hear an inspiring word or melody that might cause our hearts to soar above
the mundane concerns of the day, and to receive an encouraging word or
embrace that will reassure us that we are cared for and accepted.  We gather
because in this world of conflict and confusion, we need to be reminded of the
peace which only you can bring and to hear again the good news that your
truth will set us free.

Even while we come with gratitude for the abundance of these gifts and
all the loving-kindness you offer to us, O Lord, we confess that we also come
with reservations.  We are called to be your followers, but yours can be a
costly discipleship, sometimes requiring of us more than we bargained for. 
Your never-ending streams of mercy call forth our hymns of praise, and your
amazing love inspires us to offer our souls, our lives, our all, yet we often feel
inadequate to live out the demands of the gospel.  You call us to extend
welcome and a cup of cold water to others in your name, yet our suspicion of
the other causes us to hesitate to be hospitable and our pessimism convinces
us that our resources are inadequate to meet the needs around us.  We hear
the difficult truths of your word and are confronted by the teachings of Jesus
which challenge our assumptions and nudge us from our comfortable places. 
We sense the stirring of your Spirit who will not leave well enough alone, who
nestles deep within our souls and seeks to transform us in ways that are both
inviting and unsettling.  And so we begin to wonder whether we have the
strength or the courage to claim the name of Christ and to live as your
disciples at all.

Create us anew, Loving God, that we might recognize and live the
fullness of your image within us.  Cleanse and redeem us, Merciful Christ, that
we might become suitable vessels, fragile though we are, to carry your gospel
to the world you came to love and serve.  Fill and empower us, Renewing
Spirit, that we might be equipped to respond to the needs around us out of the
abundance we have been given.  Grant us the patience to do the work of
discerning your will.  Grant us the wisdom to reject anything that hinders the
joyful and abundant life you intend for us.  Grant us the courage to resist evil
and hate wherever we encounter them and to stand against injustice not
because it is profitable or popular but because it is your calling for our lives. 
And grant us the strength  to reach out beyond ourselves to extend mercy
wherever we find suffering, always remembering that in your kingdom, we
must lose ourselves in order to find our true life in you. 

We give witness to our faith that we do not travel this journey alone,
because you, Precious Lord, stand ready to take us by the hand and lead us
home.  We pray in the strong name of Jesus our Savior, and by the power of
your Holy Spirit.  Amen.

Elizabeth J. Edwards, Associate Minister


