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Grace, mercy and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, on the 21st Sunday after Pentecost and the Baptismal Day for Andrew Lawrence Caple! God’s blessings be upon our meditations this morning.
I love baptisms…..they are some of the most exciting moments in the life of any church for the simple reason that they bring new life into the Kingdom of God. At the same time they give us all a most wonderful illustration of the nature of God’s grace towards those who cannot begin to earn it or deserve it! Most of the time, as is the case today, those new lives are babies, and that’s why I love other children to come up front and see for themselves what God is doing. That’s also why I think it’s important for parents with young children to sit up front in church, so that they can better see and understand what’s happening! 


A few years ago a family with several young kids took my advice and sat right up in the front row, and yes, their kids did behave quite well as the service progressed into the Sacrament of baptism for an infant. I watched the kids focus on what was happening and then I heard the daughter, a rather lively 4 year old, “whisper” (as only kids can) “Daddy, why did Pastor brainwash that baby?”

What things can come out of the mouths of babes, right? It’s not the brain that’s washed in baptism…..but the heart……as God creates a new life from old in the miracle of the birth of faith!

Like any new life…..plant, animal and especially human being…..nurturing is necessary for life to grow. Who wouldn’t plant seeds and not continue to water the new flowers? Who adopts a dog or a cat and fails to provide the right care? That’s why parents promise before God and His church that they will raise their children in the faith by bringing them to church, teaching the commandments and the Lord’s Prayer, enrolling them in Sunday School and ultimately Confirmation Classes. That’s why parents choose sponsors (Godparents) whom they know will encourage and even hold them accountable in the task of Christian parenting.  
Let’s focus for just a moment on the word accountable. Most of us spent at least SOME time this week watching as the House and the Senate wrangled over spending hundreds of BILLIONS of OUR hard-earned dollars “rescuing” or “bailing out” institutions and banks. Regardless of your perspective on this, isn’t it normal to want some accountability? Students are accountable to teachers; workers to their employers and on it goes…..we’re all accountable to someone; that’s “life in the vineyard!” 

Jesus brings us another parable in today’s Gospel reading, one of only 3 that occur in all the synoptics, which means that the point is certainly worth hearing. It was the day after Palm Sunday, with the ‘hosannas’ fading and the anger of the Pharisees increasing as they questioned His authority. 

Jesus responded first with the parable of the two sons…the one who said he would work in the vineyard and then didn’t….and the one who said he wouldn’t and then did. Jesus’ point? Performance trumps promise.
Now Jesus followed that story with another vineyard story. His opening words were almost a direct quote of Isaiah 5:2, where the owner of the vineyard EXPECTED his land to produce grapes…..and when it didn’t, he plowed them under. Jesus was addressing religious leaders who knew the Isaiah story by heart, or at least they should have. There wasn’t a Jew alive who didn’t remember how the unbelief of their ancestors had resulted in exile and captivity. They all knew how the warnings of the prophets had been ignored and how the promises of the people had been overlooked. Jesus was so transparent and his accusations so clear that the Jewish leaders wanted to arrest Him on the spot! 

Summarizing the Gospel, Jesus’ story has the tenants of the vineyard beating and stoning the owner’s servants, just as Israel had done to the prophets God sent her. The story invites us to see these tenants as hard-core rebels who refused every request for accountability. It gets even worse when the owner sends his son, who is put to death. Here Jesus is making a clear prophecy of His own death, a short 4 days away!
Then Jesus poses the question: what should the owner DO? The answer is obvious, even to such a hostile audience: put them to death and give the vineyard to someone else! 

Here’s the Question of the Day: What does this story MEAN?
First, let’s resist the temptation to reduce this parable to a simple allegory: to whit, God isn’t happy with the Jews for rejecting Jesus, so He places His blessing on the Christian church and we’ll all live happily ever after. IF that were the case, Jesus’ words in John 3:16 wouldn’t have included “God so love the WORLD.” He would not have made Peter the apostle to the Jews, while at the same time making Paul the apostle to the Gentiles….and no parable would have meaning for us…… and this one certainly does!

This parable of Jesus should inspire, or maybe even RE-quire….. a “heart check” within each and every one of us sitting here at Hope today, a “heart-check” that reflects on the rebellious tenants, the new tenants, and finally, the perspective of the Landlord Himself.
Consider the possibilities. The old tenants had nothing but self-interest. What are the motives and attitudes behind our own words and actions? Are we humble enough to ever be wrong? Are we teachable enough to allow others to correct us? Are we so set in our ways and so involved in our own agendas that we have hardened our hearts toward what God might want to do with and through US?

The key point to remember is that with God’s purpose comes accountability! These tenants were sharecroppers. They had a contract to PRODUCE fruit, and the landowner expected it!  The message is clear: the kingdom of God belongs to the fruitful! 

I know, and I almost HOPE that at this point there is some squirming going on in the seats, but not for the reason you might think. Some of you are thinking and maybe about ready to shout out, “We are not SAVED by our works!” And right you are….salvation comes through faith in Christ, given as a gift, just as today that gift is given to young Andrew Caple. We know Ephesians 2: 8-9 by heart, or we should…..For it is by grace you have been saved, through faith, and this not from yourselves, it is the gift from God, not by works, so that no one can boast!”
That’s a wonderful verse, reflecting the joyous gift of God’s love towards each of us…and even reflecting the PATIENCE of God, the landowner, as He sent one prophet after another to invite His people to respond to His love, love that cost Christ His life on the cross! Today Andrew Caple was welcomed into the vineyard, and we thank God for that! Today may be the day that others too will respond to the call to God’s vineyard, and we will praise God for that too, as they too use the spiritual gifts God has given them to produce fruit.

There’s one final piece to the story, and that’s this: God’s patience, long and wonderful as it is, will some day come to an end. It isn’t inexhaustible. There will come a time when God will say “enough,” and we will all be held accountable for the faith He has given us. At that time, there will be no more opportunity for “promises” and “good intentions,” it will all depend on whether or not we have produced fruit in keeping with repentance, as members of His family. 

This book (my “ledger”) records that Andrew is the 237th baptism for which I have been given the privilege to officiate so far in my ministry. Some of those precious people have been producing fruit in God’s vineyard now for decades. Some are just getting started. Some are already “home” with their dear Lord. And some, unfortunately, have yet to begin. Maybe their parents failed to keep their baptismal promises. Maybe they themselves made unhealthy choices spiritually. 

But there is STILL time!  Once again the word goes out through today’s Gospel…. that we, as God’s people, are called to make a difference to those who are not living in the light of Christ, so that they too, each of them, can ENVISION the HOPE Of CHRIST in their lives! 
Amen
