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Mark 12: 1-12 
 Permit me to begin…permit me to begin by suggesting that it would be a 
mistake…a first order mistake…to deny either the harshness of this parable, or 
its importance.  In terms of its harshness, it doesn’t take a genius to know that a 
parable which concludes with the threat that its protagonists will be stripped of 
their land and killed, must certainly be included on any conceivable list of Christ’s 
most stark parables.  In terms of its centrality, it should be duly noted that of the 
major parables of Jesus… 

 
  …not his short one or two line parabolic sayings, but his full-blown 
fully-developed parables… 

 
  …this is one of only threei that can be found in each of the so-
called synoptic gospels: Mark, Matthew, and Luke.  Not only that: but all three 
Gospels locate this parable as part of the climactic narrative chain leading from 
Jesus’ triumphant entry into Jerusalem to his hideous death on the cross, a mere 
three or four days later.  The fact that this parable ends with Mark noting the 
offense to it taken by the Jewish religious authorities, speaks volumes about the 
connection between this parable and the hideous events about to unfold.   

 
 And I must admit: this is not one of my favourite parables.  It’s not!  And 
yes: I hope it is okay for me to make that admission.  In the mainline Protestant 
churches, we are not burdened with having to bolster our response to scripture 
with such exalted terms as inerrancy or infallibility.  Nonetheless!  I personally 
hold to a very high understanding of Scripture’s inspiration; when I read the Bible, 
I begin with the presumption that I am not merely encountering the words of 
Paul…or Mark…Luke…or John but that I am, in some profound and disturbing 
sense, encountering the word of God.  And yet! 

 
 Whatever else that means, surely it does not mean that I am required to 
check my heart—let alone my brains—at the door.  And yes, surely whatever 
else that means, it does not require me to put on a happy face and indulge in the 
make-believe proposition that every word of scripture is as personally inviting to 
me as every other word.  Of the many things God asks of us, I think indulging in 
“make-believe” is very low on that list.  On the other hand, what God does, I 
think, ask of us—each and every time we approach our sacred text—is an 
attitude of open expectancy.  Open expectancy!  To paraphrase Karl Barth: God 
desires us to approach any given scriptural text, including the ones of which we 
are not personally fond, with the remembrance that others have heard God 
speak to them in and through this particular text and therefore—though we 
ourselves may have yet to hear or no longer hear God speaking to us through a 



particular text—we will nevertheless anticipate that we may one day hear God 
address us in and through that text.  Which…to the best of my ability…is what I 
have tried to do this past week, as I have read and pondered what is sometimes 
known as the Parable of the Vineyard or, perhaps more accurately, the Parable 
of the Wicked Tenants.  And here’s the thing! 

 
 As I have done that…as I have considered this stark tale…this stark tale 
of a generous landlord, blessing his tenants with the use of a beautiful, Eden like 
vineyard…this tale of those very tenants, abusing and murdering not only this 
good man’s messengers but eventually even his son…this tale that reaches its 
climax with the declaration that the landlord might very well have no choice but to 
slay these wicked tenants and give the vineyard to others… 

 
  …as I’ve wrestled with this sobering story…I’ve find myself 
returning again and again to two of the important contexts in which, I believe, we 
need to hear this story.  Let me share those contexts with you. 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 The first…the first of those contexts is that of its original setting.  Lest we 
forget: Christianity began as a mainly Jewish movement which, within less than a 
generation, managed to become a mainly Gentile movement.  It thereby became 
pretty much impossible not only for the first generation of Christians—but for 
subsequent generations of Christians—to fail to hear this parable within that 
context: the context of a faith-movement which began with the odd fact that the 
Messiah largely rejected by Jewish nation to whom he was sent, was 
enthusiastically embraced by people from surrounding nations.  Indeed!  In its re-
telling of this parable, Matthew’s Gospel makes that explicit. In the sturdy 
cadences of the King James Version, we read: “Therefore, say I unto you, The 
Kingdom of God shall be taken from you, and given to a nation…given to a 
nation... bringing forth the fruits thereof.” 

 
 With those harsh words…with that harsh verdict…it’s not hard to 
recognize this parable as part of the foundation that helped to create the uneasy 
role in which the Jewish people found themselves cast, during those 15 or 16 
centuries we now refer to as Christendom.  Given my own ethnic background, it’s 
impossible for me not to be aware of the issues, nor for me not to have my own 
highly idiosyncratic take anytime the question of the relationship between the 
Gospel and the Jewish people comes into view.  As a traditional Christian, I have 
no difficulty affirming—and would not want lightly to back away from the 
affirmation—that Jesus Christ is the chosen one of God, the One sent to bring all 
people, Jews and Gentiles alike, into the Kingdom of light, life and love.  To put 
that more sharply and possibly more offensively:  I believe that in Jesus, the 
world has received not merely a Saviour, but the Saviour. Nevertheless: I also 
believe that the seemingly harsh note of judgment with which the Parable of the 
Wicked Tenants comes to an end, must be counter-balanced by the remarkably 



affectionate way in which the Apostle Paul, in Romans 9 – 11, describes a living 
hope for his Jewish sisters and brothers: his passionate hope, that all peoples, 
including his people, will ultimately come to embrace the love that has embraced 
them in Jesus Christ.  Which is why… 

 
  …which is why when I hear this stark and forbidding parable from 
Mark, Matthew and Luke—much as I know I need to hear its stark warnings lest 
any of us, Gentile no less than Jew, think ourselves entitled to treat God’s good 
gifts as if we own them… 

 
   …I will nevertheless stubbornly refuse to permit its starkness 
to cause me to lose hope, to lose my ability to trust, in the tender mercies of our 
God.  Then again…then again…its original context is not the only context in 
which I have been hearing this parable over the past seven days! 

 
*     *     *     *     * 

 
 As most of you will recall, I spent two weeks in July attending a very 
challenging—and in many ways very inspiring—course at Regent College in 
Vancouver.  Our theme was more than daunting: trying to paint a reasonably 
accurate portrait of the contemporary Christian scene, not just here in Canada, 
not just in North America and Europe, but in every corner of the globe.  And yes: 
in the aftermath of such a course… 

 
   …to hear the parable of the vineyard against the backdrop of 
the remarkable, trans-continental journey the Gospel has made over the past 
2000 years: frankly, to hear this parable in such a context is to hear it in a very 
different key.  Why?  Because the pattern that played itself out in that first 
generation of Christians, in which an essentially Jewish religious movement 
landed splat in the middle of the Greco-Roman world, is a pattern that has been 
replicated over and over again, as the Gospel has journeyed from its original 
centres in south-western Asia and northern Africa to southern Europe, just ahead 
of the birth of Islam.  Subsequently it travelled from southern Europe into 
Northern Europe.  Subsequently it found new homes in North and South 
America, as well as in Australia and New Zealand.  Most recently—and for our 
purposes most notably, the churches of Europe—as well as the churches in such 
European outposts as Canada and the United States—engaged in a determined 
missionary endeavour that was especially fervent during the 19th century: a 
missionary effort that attempted to plant the Gospel in places which, by and 
large, had no previous engagement with the Gospel.  Missionary efforts which—
by the end of the colonial period—often appeared to have produced little in the 
way of concrete embrace of the Gospel…missionary efforts which—by the end of 
the colonial period—stood vulnerable to the charge that they had been 
hopelessly compromised by their participation in the colonial project.  And yet, 
here’s the ironic truth about the state of Christianity in the aftermath of those 
missionary endeavours.  



 In most of Europe as well as in such outposts of European settlement 
such as Canada, Australia and New Zealand, an all pervasive secularism 
appears to grow more daunting with every passing decade.  The United States 
for many years appeared to be an exception; if present trends hold that will not 
be the case for long.  And no: I needn’t rehearse with you the depressing story of 
the loss of centrality, mainline Protestant churches have suffered since the end of 
the Second World War; most of you have lived that story and know it only too 
well.  And yes, even Evangelical churches in much of North America and Europe 
are beginning to feel some of the pinches we have been facing for over 40 years.  
And yet, lo and behold, in places such as Korea, China, and Africa, the seeds of 
the Gospel planted by those 19th century missionaries—most of whom would 
have regarded their efforts as having failed—those seeds have burst into 
explosive Church growth, under the leadership of their own people.  You see: 
the Christian centre—in the early decades of the 21st century—is no longer to be 
found in Europe!  Nor is it to be found in the Northern Hemisphere.  In the very 
lifetime of most of the people in this room, the Christian centre has shifted from 
“our” part of the world to remote parts of the world, shifted from the stewardship 
of people like us and cultures such as ours, to people very unlike us and cultures 
utterly remote from ours.  In short, the Gospel—the stone which the builders are 
continually tempted to reject—the Gospel has become the cornerstone in parts of 
the world where that development would have been unimaginable, even forty 
years ago.  And so here’s the thing! 

 
 When I hear our parable in light of these remarkable twists and turns in 
the contemporary life of the Christian vineyard, I have no choice but to give my 
head a shake.  At a time when it is seems likely that future talk of an African 
mission will refer to African missionaries bringing the Gospel to Canada in order 
to evangelize our grandchildren, how do we hear a parable that speaks of a 
vineyard taken from the stewardship of one nation, to be placed in the hands of a 
different nation?  How does that parable speak to the reality of a world in which 
the Christian centre has moved from the northern to the southern hemisphere?  
How do we hear it as members of what appear to be dying mainline Churches, in 
light of the undeniable fact that the fastest growing Christian movements 
continue to be rooted in strongly Charismatic/Pentecostal currents?  Or to put all 
of that into the perspective of our parable: has our unfaithfulness been punished, 
causing God to take the Gospel from our hands and place it into the hands of 
others?  Or, to turn that upside down: has the courage and faithfulness of our 
missionary forebears, for all their shortcomings, been rewarded, with the seeds 
of their efforts finally coming to full bloom?  Is this a story of failure…or of a 
shocking, unexpected success?  Or, at the end of the day, is this a story of a 
vineyard that has very little to do with us or our efforts, very little to do with our 
successes or our failures: the story of the God who moves the vineyard from 
place to place, nurturing it, hovering over it, permitting a wide array of human 
hands to tend it…that the God of Jesus Christ might be known, and loved and 
served by all peoples in all places? 

 



*     *     *     *     *     * 
 
 At the end of the day…with all due respect to our parable…I think it 
dangerous to presume that every unhappy circumstance involves God punishing 
us for our failures of faithfulness; if you doubt that, read Job!  That our 
stewardship of the Gospel—our care of the vineyard—has been the mixed bag 
typical of each and every human endeavour is not to be denied!  But that God, in 
God’s providential wisdom, has found a way to ignite the Gospel—and to move 
the Gospel from culture to culture, from nation to nation, from continent to 
continent—provides us with a pattern through which the grace of God continually 
shines forth.  And yes:  

 
 At the end of the day…surely we have no choice but to lean on that grace: 
no choice but to feed on God’s word, to break and share God’s offered loaf…to 
pour out and receive and offer to others God’s tendered cup…and to 
trust…simply to trust…that in Christ, God’s restless love will continue…will 
continue, yes, to call us to account…but in the very process of calling us to 
account, will continue to draw us home: home to the boundless love that has 
been there for us from the beginning. 

 
 May it be so!  In Jesus’ name!  Amen! 
 
 

i The other two are the parable of the Mustard Seed, and the parable of the Sower and the Seed. 

                                                 


