
Text: Matthew 21: 33-46   NRSV 

 

Message: Are you with or against God? Pastor Riva Tabelisma 

 

Please join me in prayer.  

Hide me in your glory, gracious and loving God. And may the words of my mouth and the meditation 

of my heart be acceptable to you, my redeemer, and my refuge. Amen. 

Let me take you to a short movie...Dark screen…background music...opening credits…Opening scene – 

a man will be seen working in his vineyard: putting up a fence around it, digging to make the wine 

press, and building a watchtower. The next scene will appear, this man is scene sipping his wine in his 

porch in sunset. The next day, he will be seen in a meeting with other folks, they are all happy as they 

agree that he will lease the vineyard to the folks. Next scene…he is packing, and going to the airport, he 

goes to a sunny destination, in an ocean beach and he will be seen sitting under an umbrella, wearing a 

sunglass and a pair of shorts with tropical prints. Then he will travel to other destinations, to the cool 

palaces in different countries in Europe, stopped by Munich in October, head to desert countries, and 

take the safari to Africa, but he will not hunt. After three years, he will come back to his house. (I 

researched and it takes 3 years for the grapevines to grow.) Then, he calls his caretakers and tells them 

to collect grapes, as his caretakers come to the vineyard, the tenants tortured and killed the caretakers. 

He knew of this, distraught, he sent more of his men, and the tenants did the same…a violent scene. He 

finally talked to his son and told him to go to the vineyard. The son hesitates, but he tells his son, ‘they 

will spare you because you are my son’, the son finally agrees. As his son is on his way to the vineyard, 

the tenants will be seen talking as they are guarding the surrounding of the vineyard. One of the 

tenants say: ‘This is the heir, come, let us kill him and get his inheritance’. As they the son’s truck 

approaches the men, he was forcefully taken, beat up, thrown to the vineyard and killed. Sad 

music…the end…closing credits.  

It is not one of those movies that you would want to watch with friends. Personally, in times right now, 

where the levels of anxiety and stress are high because of the uncertainties that we are facing in the 

pandemic, I will not watch this movie. This passage is an allegory, where God is the landowner, the 

tenants and the son are the gospel incarnated in Christ, and the tenants are us – church leaders, 

Christians, Methodists, the people. When this passage was written, Jesus was struggling with the 

leadership of the chief priests and Pharisees who have continually rejected him and his ministry 

because it was radical, out-of-the-box, and not conforming to the rules and order especially when they 

are detrimental to people. The perfect examples of these are Jesus dining with the people that the 

society tagged as ‘unclean’, and healing he sick on Sabbath. Additionally, the zealots were not happy, 

too, because they thought that Jesus will lead them as the messiah who will free them from the Roman 

empire oppression, but instead Jesus preached about loving your enemy, loving those who mock you. If 

you were Jesus experiencing anonymity and hostility in different directions. Verse 46 clearly stated the 

Pharisees reaction – they wanted to arrest Jesus at that moment. Can you imagine what enfolded if the 

Pharisees did not consider the thought the crowd sees Jesus as a prophet? He used this passage to talk 

about his personal feelings but of course in a true Jesus fashion talked about the nature of God for those 

who have rejected him. Note that in verse 40 he passed the question to those who are listening – ‘what 

will the landowner do to the tenants?’. He wanted to also check if people were listening to him. But his 

listeners described a God that wants retaliation – a human tendency. A tooth for a tooth, right? So, 



Jesus tried to reintroduce a loving and redeeming God by answering ‘The stone that the builders 

rejected has become the cornerstone; this was the Lord’s doing, and it is amazing in our eyes’? (verse 

42). Which simply means that those who the systems reject are those that God looks up to. What an 

amazing thought. That the poor, the disenfranchised, the marginalized, those who reflects the gospel 

are the ones that the kingdom of God dwells. The kingdom that is before our very eyes, right now and 

not after death. This is precisely what God is calling us to do. God’s kingdom dwells on those who are 

powerless and not the powerful. God’s kingdom dwells those who are struggling with their finances, 

whether before or during CoVid, God’s kingdom dwells on the children who are weak and vulnerable 

because of the very fact that they cannot take care of themselves – this is the children in our midst, how 

about the children locked up in cages? God’s kingdom dwells to the people who are not able to keep 

warm in these getting cold weathers because they are not in houses that has heaters, those who are 

trying to figure out where they get their next meal or whether there will be a next meal, God’s kingdom 

dwells to the LGBTQ and black bodies who are continuously suffering because of their humanity.  

This week ended in the most bizarre way…hopefully we all know that the president of this country. For 

some, it is easy to say, he got this coming. Maybe some even wished for this to happen to him so that he 

will learn his lesson, right? If we believe in a God that causes suffering to those who disobey – we can 

probably say, sure this is God’s punishment. But I find that problematic. In my heart, I believe in a God 

of love, redemption and grace. So, no, I don’t believe that the president being sick is not God’s will. God 

is not how the people thought about how the landowner will treat the tenants who killed the people 

working for him, even his own son. It was a painful ordeal, sure. But Jesus preached of a different God. 

A loving, redeeming and gracious God. I find myself saying a prayer of healing for the president and 

those who are surviving CoVid. I see God’s kingdom in those who are sick, no matter who they are.  

Today, we are celebrating the World Communion Sunday. We, together with some of the Protestant 

mainline denominations are celebrating the table that God gifted to us through Jesus Christ. This is also 

to celebrate God’s grace, love and redemption to all of God’s children and creation. In the UMC 

connection, the General Board of Global Ministries also takes this opportunity to gather offering for the 

scholarship fund called the World Communion Scholarship, and I am a recipient of this scholarship. 

This scholarship celebrates the need to develop leaders who will hopefully be instruments of sharing 

God’s love to the world. As the whole world gather in this table, let us remember to always be identified 

with God as channels of love, redemption and grace. This includes remembering and denouncing 

actions that are considered to be sins to humanity and to God’s creation in the past – the Holocaust, 

the slave trade of the people of Africa to be brought in European countries and the US, the persecution 

of indigenous beliefs to force Christianity during colonization, at present – xenophobia, homophobia, 

heterosexism, racism, ageism, all other phobias and isms that the English language have created to 

define divisiveness; and the excessive consumption of God’s resources and our refusal to change our 

ways in respecting God’s creation and making it sustainable for the future generation. Our identity as 

God’s children is dependent on our actions. A hymn says, they will know that we are Christians by our 

love. Our identities as God’s children will define that we are for and not against God. It is my prayer 

that as we interact with others – in the grocery, while driving, in our own neighborhoods, we will be 

seen as people who are with and not against God. This is our identity…that we are God’s children. 

Children who will continue to be the hands and the feet of the God to the world. That we are people 

who are upholding and living God’s love, grace and redemption to other people, and to the rest of God’s 

creation. May it be so. Amen.  


