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Twenty-Seventh Sunday of Ordinary Time

Fr. Jim Deiters 
One of the benefits that came out of the ‘$700-billion bailout plan,’ approved and signed this week, were the questions of ethics that were raised by our government leaders with regard to ‘how’ such a mortgage crisis was created and trying to make sure that no more corrupt payouts were made to those who were behind some of the problems.  One of the bigger problems the financial crisis has created, beyond the issue of money, is more ‘fear’ in the lives of the average person as we learn of people in leadership positions causing scandal and mistrust.  Over the past few decades, there has been a growing mistrust of anyone in authority, whether they be in politics, executive positions, or leaders in the Church or military, or even abusive relationships in people's homes.  As we learn of the bad decisions of a relatively few people in positions of power, it can create a 'fear' about people with authority.   We all know that ‘power’ and leadership can be a great thing when a person uses it wisely and for the good of others.  But that same power can also easily be MIS-used if it is not held in constant accountability and if that power is not centered in a person’s concern for other people’s needs.  When power becomes self-serving or used to keep other people down, it will naturally end in some form of injustice. 

Two of the Scripture readings for today tackle this issue of power ‘gone awry’ with an allegory about a vineyard that is run by corrupt, unjust caretakers.  In Isaiah, the injustices are symbolically described as ‘wild grapes’ that were produced instead of a bountiful harvest of good grapes.  In Jesus’ parable, he gets more specific about the anger of the landowner, who represents God, when he finds out that those who were supposed to take care of the vineyard, kept the harvest of grapes to themselves, producing nothing for the vineyard’s owner! 

Basically, the stories are about how we use the gifts God has given to us.  From a stewardship perspective this means that…each day of LIFE, the talents we have, and our money…are all GIFTS from God, meant to give us ‘power’ to do great things in this world.  WITH those gifts, we are meant to ‘produce’ abundant fruits and bring back to God what we have accomplished.  If we are not using our gifts well, they will be taken away from us and given to those who, as Jesus says, will produce fruits!  We usually underestimate the ‘power’ we have with the gifts we have.  OR, many people MISUSE their gifts and produce what Isaiah calls ‘wild grapes’ of injustice instead of an abundant harvest of righteous deeds.  Whether we are single, in a committed relationship, raising children, or retired, we are all ‘workers’ in God’s vineyard, who have been given a kind of power with the gifts we have, called to use our lives and our resources to make a real contribution to God’s Kingdom. 

The parable makes it clear that God gets very upset with people who are not using their gifts to produce fruit. This challenges us to ask ourselves, ‘what fruits am I helping produce in God’s Kingdom with the gifts of my time, talent, and money that I have been given.  In other words, if I die tomorrow… what ‘fruits’ will I have to show God at my judgment? 

In the parable, true wealth, is not about owning things. True wealth is doing the work of love and justice. That is the fruit that landowner-God wants. In the parable, the reason that the prophets and Jesus were treated so badly is that the Hebrew religious leaders were corrupted by their own vested interests.  They were given a kind of power to lead people closer to God, but were using it wrongly.  In our own life, we have to continually be aware of how we are using our own ‘leadership power,’ whether that is at home with our family or at work with others.  It is easy to fall into trap cycle of ‘self interest’ where producing fruit for myself becomes more important than how we can be a part of the bigger ‘harvest’ of justice for God! 

I remember a few years back when a parent who heard this Gospel told me of her big conversion ‘light bulb’ experience when she realized one day that her primary ministry in the Church was to raise/ ‘produce’ children who were faithful disciples of Jesus.  She was comforted in knowing part of ‘what’ her produce for God is.  But she also talked about how challenged she felt to put aside self-interest ideas of grandeur and wealth for her children and realize her responsibility to raise children centered in justice and concern for the poor. 

Whatever our vocation is in life, we each have been given from God the gifts of certain time, talent, and money and then placed in this vineyard of God’s Kingdom with other workers to produce a harvest with what we have.  The example of Jesus and how he used his life to help others remains as THE model for us to follow.  As we approach the Altar and present to God our gifts of how we used our time and resources this past week, let us remember in a new way our identity as co-workers in God’s vineyard, meant to spend our lives producing works of justice and love.

