
Matthew 21, lease or own, fall, 2017 

 The parable that Jesus tells this morning is a reminder that sometimes we own something, 

and sometimes we rent or lease something.  So, we can be owners, or we can be renters or 

leasers.   Most of us have done both within our lifetimes, I would imagine.  Owning homes, 

renting apartments, leasing cars or sports equipment or a musical instrument, perhaps. At least in 

regards to where we live, there is often a kind of symmetry to our renting and our ownership.  

We may start out renting an apartment or a room in our younger years; move up to owning a 

home for a good portion of our adult lives; and then return to renting an apartment or room in our 

older years.  My New York father-in-law, at age 88, just made the transition back between being 

a home owner and an apartment renter.  Phil and I went out to assist with the estate sale and the 

move, even if just for a week.  My father-in-law, Burt, owned his home for about 50 years.  He 

was the epitome of a good and responsible home owner.  Burt maintained his home and yard 

meticulously, updated and remodeled as appropriate, and generally loved owning his home and 

yard. He grew up in Brooklyn, in a little, narrow house with a yard the size of a postage stamp, 

all concrete and pavement around him.  So, living in the suburban area of Poughkeepsie in his 

expansive home and property was right up his alley.  Like most of us, he aspired to the American 

dream of owning his own place, and he achieved it.  But, the time comes when the maintenance 

and responsibility of ownership become more of a burden than a pleasure.  At age 88, it was time 

to no longer mow the yard or snow blow the driveway.  In fact, one son got the mower, and we 

hauled a trailer behind our Honda Pilot to NY and back, so that we could take home the 

industrial size snow blower.  “Really?” I kept asking Phil. But the answer was always, “yes.”  

We stayed with Burt in his new apartment, which is very spacious and nice, but the difference 

between home ownership and rental was immediately apparent.  When the curtain rod holder fell 



off the wall by the window on one side while we were there, after a quick look to determine that 

it wasn’t a simple fix, Burt called the manager of the apartment complex.  A maintenance man 

came to fix it. Just like magic! Burt doesn’t need to mow his lawn, snow blow his driveway, 

make minor or major repairs, or pay for periodic updates to his place.  He no longer has the 

responsibility.  Of course, he also can’t make changes as he might like, willy nilly, because he 

doesn’t own the place, but the tradeoff is worth it.  The biggest trade off, though, is that now he’s 

paying rent. He’s not paying down a mortgage and investing in his own property—and his home 

was long paid off, of course—he’s paying rent to someone else for the privilege of living in their 

property.  But that’s fair.  Owning and renting or leasing are two different things.  The problem 

arises when we confuse the two, and that’s exactly what happens in our parable this morning.  

The leasers begin to think of themselves as the owners. 

 The parable is set in a vineyard, which is a lovely setting, when you come to think of it.  

Some of you may have headed over to Bayfield for the apple festival weekend and visited some 

orchards there.  Or maybe you’ve visited the cherry orchards in Door County.  I find both apple 

and cherry tree orchards to be fragrant, pleasing places.  Vineyards, another kind of fruit garden, 

are also beautiful.  When we stayed in Madison on our Sabbatical last summer, we visited a 

winery and vineyard, and it was a gorgeous place.  Vineyards and wine tasting tours are all the 

rage now, and probably many of you have enjoyed such experiences.  Maybe you’re a 

connoisseur of fine wine.  The Hebrew people of the Old and New Testament loved their wine.  

Among their folk sayings was, “Where there is no wine, there is no joy.  Where there is no joy, 

there is no blessing.”  Their folk wisdom included the notion that when the Messiah finally came, 

every faithful Jew would be so blest so as to sit beneath their own fig tree while the streets beside 

them ran with wine.  The Psalms speak of God bringing forth wine to “gladden the human 



heart.”   The Jewish people loved their wine and they loved their vineyards.  Vineyards were a 

common site.  They were also an image used for the people of Israel in the Old Testament, 

especially within the works of Isaiah, the prophet.  A parable about a vineyard, Jesus’ listeners 

knew, was probably going to have a layer of meaning that referred to the community of the 

Jewish people.  In Isaiah 5, Israel is compared to a vineyard that is being tenderly cultivated, by 

God, but that yields only wild grapes that are sour to the taste.  In this parable from Jesus, the 

produce is fine; it’s the delivery system that fails.  The vineyard is producing, but the tenants are 

the problem. 

 It was not at all unusual in 1st C. Israel for a wealthy man to own many vineyard 

properties and lease them out to tenants, who would cultivate and tend the vineyard.  The owner 

was not on site, but was still the owner.  The tenants were on site and doing the labor, but they 

were still leasing; they were not the owners.  And a part of the lease agreement, naturally, was 

that the tenants paid rent—that is, they returned a portion of the produce to the owner in 

exchange for working the vineyard and keeping the rest of the profit for themselves.  That’s fair 

and that’s clear.   

 But for some reason, it didn’t seem fair or clear to the tenants in today’s parable.  The 

landowner, as we read, had done quite a lot of preliminary spadework for the tenants.  He planted 

the vineyard, fenced it, and even built a watch tower.  Clearly, he has done his part as landowner.  

Yet, when harvest time comes and he sends his slaves to collect his share of the produce, things 

do not go well. The tenants seized the slaves, beat one, killed another, and stoned another.  Good 

gosh!  Such a violent response!  A little reminder to us that the terrible violence we continue to 

witness in our world is not unique to our time, but seems to be a part of our human make up, 



original sin, perhaps.  The landowner, undeterred, sends another batch of slaves to collect his 

produce, but the outcome is the same.  He then decides to send his son, instead.  Now, while we 

are scratching our heads over this choice, as it seems completely misguided and foolish, we can 

only recall that Jewish society was very much a shame and honor based culture.  So that one 

could conclude that while slaves might be treated as if expendable, the son of an important man 

would be treated with respect and honor, as was his due.  I’m not saying this was good, just that 

it was so.  At any rate, the son is sent, with the expectation that even this vile tenants will treat 

him right,  but his fate is no kinder than that of the slaves who preceded him.  The tenants 

recognized him as heir and determined to kill him, so they could inherit the vineyard in his place.  

Which was not only deplorable, but untrue; as tenants, they would never inherit the vineyard.  

But, the whole issue seems to be that they have forgotten that they are, in fact, tenants.  That they 

are leasing the vineyard, they do not own it.  It is not theirs; they are utilizing it at the pleasure of 

another.  Their greed and their false perception of their relationship to the vineyard makes them 

violent and downright evil.   

 Not all parables are allegories, but this one is intended to be.  Which means that each 

element within the parable represents something else.  The landowner is God; the vineyard is the 

Jewish people, the slaves sent to collect the produce were the prophets of the Old Testament, 

many of whom met with violent ends.  The tenants were the Pharisees, the Sadducees, the 

leaders of the people, who were to tend the vineyard of the Jewish people on God’s behalf.  The 

Son, of course, is Christ, who is killed by those he comes to serve.  The point of the parable 

outlined by Jesus at the end, was that God would take the Kingdom and hand over the kingdom 

to others---the gentiles, the less religious, the people outside of the inner circle, who were more 



open to God’s Spirit.  The Pharisees felt the sting of the parable, but didn’t dare to respond, as 

they feared the crowd’s reaction.   

 If this parable is to move beyond a history lesson, we will need to contemporize it a bit.  

The Pharisees and Sadducees were not ordained priests, but rather lay movements of religious 

people, so that should encompass all of us nicely.  You may not realize this, but your very 

presence here suggests that you value faith and seek to live in a relationship with God and God’s 

people.  And within our present culture, that places you in a minatory of religiously intense folks. 

So the critique offered towards the Pharisees can be fairly offered to us.  Maybe the question we 

might ask ourselves would be:  do we also forget that we are leasers rather than owners?  And to 

what might that apply? 

 “We give thee but thine own, what ever the gift may be”, one of our stewardship hymns 

states.  But is that so?  Is whatever we might give back to God something we received from God 

in the first place?  Last Sunday after church, three of our little girl cherubs attended a first 

communion class.  One of our first exercises was to think about the origin of things.  Milk was 

the example given. Where do we get milk?  From the refrigerator.  How does it get into the 

refrigerator?  We buy it from the store.  How does it get to the store?  It’s hauled there in cartons 

in trucks.  How does the milk appear to be put into cartons and into trucks?  It comes from cows.  

And who makes cows and their milk giving ability?  God, of course.  There’s a chain of events 

between the creation of an animal and the milk glass on our table, but God remains the ultimate 

origin.  And the little girls, actually, caught on right away, and kept shouting out “God!”, when I 

was trying to get them to talk about stores and delivery trucks.  Smart kids!  They know where 

things ultimately originate. 



 But do we, as adults?  Are we equally smart?  Or have we gotten so caught up in the parts 

we play in all of those in between steps, that we forget with whom all things actually originate?  

We do some much, and often so very much good work, in our tending, planting, growing, being 

industrious in whatever way in which we are, in our jobs, our homes, our relationships.  And 

that’s important, because being a good steward, a good tenant, is crucial.  But, all that we do is a 

part of those in between steps from the creation of the cow to the milk glass on our table.  It’s not 

that our effort and work are not good and significant; they are.  They matter hugely.  Otherwise, 

the dairy cow’s milk never translates onto a glass of milk on our table, so to speak. But 

everything can be traced back in its origin to our Creator.  Even our creativity is a gift from the 

one Creator.  Our ability to work, to build, to build up, to invent, to grow, all come from God.  

Even our bodies are on lease, aren’t they?  I didn’t create myself, did you create yourself?  Our 

selves, our gifts, our homes, our families….all are gifts from God. We are leasers rather than 

owners.  These gifts are on loan to us for our enjoyment and our right usage. This is true even of 

our church.  Is this our church?  Well, yes, it is.  Most of us are impressively highly invested in 

this church, this congregation.  That’s why we quietly thrive.  But, it’s also not our church, right?  

It’s God’s church.  It’s God’s organ.  It’s God’s Gathering Area.  It’s God’s Memorial Garden, 

God’s Columarium, God’s church kitchen.  Our children are God’s children.  Our offerings our 

God’s offerings.  Our voices raised in song are God’s voices. We are invested; we are 

responsible stewards with a strong sense of ownership; yet we are, ultimately, leasers.   

 Which means what?  That it’s not all about us; it’s about God.  It’s not ours to jealously 

hoard and keep; it’s God’s, given to us to share and use.  It’s not ours to protect with violent and 

greedy hearts and hands; it’s God’s, given to us to use to extend welcome and grace with 

generosity.  We’re not owners.  We’re leasers.  And how blest we are to be placed in such a 



beautiful vineyard as the North Shore of Lake Superior in October.  As our sermon song puts it, 

“All that we have, all that we are, all that we hope to be, we give to You.  We give to You.  Lord, 

use our lives; they are yours; We are an offering.”   Amen.  

  

   

 


