
Sunday, October 4, 2020 
Lectionary 27, Year A 

First Reading: Isaiah 5:1-7 

The prophet sings a sad, parable-like love song about the relationship between God 
and Israel. In this song Israel is compared to a promising vineyard. Despite God’s loving 
care, the vineyard that is Israel has brought forth “wild grapes” of injustice and distress, 
when fine grapes of justice and righteousness were expected. 

 1Let me sing for my beloved 
  my love-song concerning his vineyard: 
 My beloved had a vineyard 
  on a very fertile hill. 
 2He dug it and cleared it of stones, 
  and planted it with choice vines; 
 he built a watchtower in the midst of it, 
  and hewed out a wine vat in it; 
 he expected it to yield grapes, 
  but it yielded wild grapes. 
 
 3And now, inhabitants of Jerusalem 
  and people of Judah, 
 judge between me 
  and my vineyard. 
 4What more was there to do for my vineyard 
  that I have not done in it? 
 When I expected it to yield grapes, 
  why did it yield wild grapes? 
 
 5And now I will tell you 
  what I will do to my vineyard. 
 I will remove its hedge, 
  and it shall be devoured; 
 I will break down its wall, 
  and it shall be trampled down. 
 6I will make it a waste; 
  it shall not be pruned or hoed, 
  and it shall be overgrown with briers and thorns; 
 I will also command the clouds 
  that they rain no rain upon it. 
 
 7For the vineyard of the LORD of hosts 
  is the house of Israel, 
 and the people of Judah 
  are his pleasant planting; 



 he expected justice, 
  but saw bloodshed; 
 righteousness, 
  but heard a cry! 

Psalm: Psalm 80:7-15 

Look down from heaven, O God; behold and tend this vine. (Ps. 80:14, 15) 

 7Restore us, O | God of hosts; 
  let your face shine upon us, and we | shall be saved. 
 8You have brought a vine | out of Egypt; 
  you cast out the nations and | planted it. 
 9You cleared the | ground for it; 
  it took root and | filled the land. 
 10The mountains were covered | by its shadow 
  and the towering cedar trees | by its boughs. R 
 11You stretched out its tendrils | to the sea 
  and its branches | to the river. 
 12Why have you broken | down its wall, 
  so that all who pass by pluck | off its grapes? 
 13The wild boar of the forest has | ravaged it, 
  and the beasts of the field have | grazed upon it. 
 14Turn now, O | God of hosts, 
  look | down from heaven; 
 15behold and | tend this vine; 
  preserve what your right | hand has planted. R 

Second Reading: Philippians 3:4b-14 

Paul reviews some of his supposed credentials, which no longer have any bearing in 
comparison to the right relationship he has been given through the death of Christ. The 
power of Christ’s resurrection motivates him to press on toward the ultimate goal, 
eternal life with Christ. 

[Paul writes:] 4bIf anyone else has reason to be confident in the flesh, I have more: 
5circumcised on the eighth day, a member of the people of Israel, of the tribe of 
Benjamin, a Hebrew born of Hebrews; as to the law, a Pharisee; 6as to zeal, a 
persecutor of the church; as to righteousness under the law, blameless. 
  7Yet whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as loss because of Christ. 
8More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing 
Christ Jesus my Lord. For his sake I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard 
them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ 9and be found in him, not having a 
righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but one that comes through faith in 
Christ, the righteousness from God based on faith. 10I want to know Christ and the 
power of his resurrection and the sharing of his sufferings by becoming like him in his 
death, 11if somehow I may attain the resurrection from the dead. 



  12Not that I have already obtained this or have already reached the goal; but I press 
on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me his own. 13Beloved, I do not 
consider that I have made it my own; but this one thing I do: forgetting what lies behind 
and straining forward to what lies ahead, 14I press on toward the goal for the prize of the 
heavenly call of God in Christ Jesus. 

Gospel: Matthew 21:33-46 

Jesus tells a parable to the religious leaders who are plotting his death, revealing that 
their plans will, ironically, bring about the fulfillment of scripture. 

[Jesus said to the people:] 33“Listen to another parable. There was a landowner who 
planted a vineyard, put a fence around it, dug a wine press in it, and built a watchtower. 
Then he leased it to tenants and went to another country. 34When the harvest time had 
come, he sent his slaves to the tenants to collect his produce. 35But the tenants seized 
his slaves and beat one, killed another, and stoned another. 36Again he sent other 
slaves, more than the first; and they treated them in the same way. 37Finally he sent his 
son to them, saying, ‘They will respect my son.’ 38But when the tenants saw the son, 
they said to themselves, ‘This is the heir; come, let us kill him and get his inheritance.’ 
39So they seized him, threw him out of the vineyard, and killed him. 40Now when the 
owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants?” 41They said to him, “He 
will put those wretches to a miserable death, and lease the vineyard to other tenants 
who will give him the produce at the harvest time.” 
  42Jesus said to them, “Have you never read in the scriptures:  
 ‘The stone that the builders rejected 
  has become the cornerstone; 
 this was the Lord’s doing, 
  and it is amazing in our eyes’? 
43Therefore I tell you, the kingdom of God will be taken away from you and given to a 
people that produces the fruits of the kingdom. 44The one who falls on this stone will be 
broken to pieces; and it will crush anyone on whom it falls.” 
  45When the chief priests and the Pharisees heard his parables, they realized that he 
was speaking about them. 46They wanted to arrest him, but they feared the crowds, 
because they regarded him as a prophet. 
 

Sermon 
 
Grace and Peace be to you from God our Father and our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. 

Amen 

I grew up just outside the small town of Danville, PA, in Montour County. Without 

Geisinger Medical Center many people would know nothing of Danville.  

The Lutheran church I grew up in was very rural. All who attended were white people. 



Advent Lutheran Church in Murfreesboro, TN where my family and I attended years ago 

was a medium sized Lutheran Church in a large community. All the members there 

were white. 

In my years of ordained ministry there have only been less than a handful of non-whites 

as members. 

Recently the Pew Research Center reported that the membership of the ELCA is 96% 

white, making us the most mono-cultural denomination in the United States. 

Using the imagery of today’s gospel lesson, I present to you this question for our 

consideration – if we are the tenants of the vineyard of the church, how are we living 

into God’s vision of a place where all are truly welcome? 

Now, for sure, that’s not a new question for us Lutherans. And it’s not exclusively for 

Lutherans. That question has been asked openly for some time now. Yet, it remains 

unanswered by most congregations in the ELCA.  

Today, given the political and cultural climate we face daily, this issue is one that 

deserves our attention. 

While I don’t know Emmanuel’s history well enough to know how racially diverse this 

congregation has been in the past, I believe it is safe for me to assume that this 

congregation has been overwhelmingly white since its beginning. And it is like all 

congregations of our synod, in that respect. 

Unless we’ve been unconscious over the last months we know that racism and equal 

justice issues has been issues at the forefront, issues that are on the news almost daily. 

We saw the emergence of the Black Lives Matter movement. We also saw the 

destruction of life and property that followed the marches by the Black Lives Matter 

movement. But we later learned that the overwhelming majority of damage was 

attributed to outsiders and those who seek violence wherever they can perpetuate it. 

Most Black Lives Matter marches were peaceful and were motivated by a need for 

immediate and substantive dialogue about equality and justice.  

And while we are far removed from the cities where these marches occurred, we surely 

understand the seriousness of their cause. How can a nation that speaks of equal 

justice for all continue to treat certain segments of our population as they have 

historically been treated? 

I recently read a passage that is attributed to James Baldwin that says that white people 

remain trapped within a history that they do not understand, one from which they need 

release – but they must act, must be committed. To act in response to this history, 

however, is terrifying. It requires engaging a complete recalibration of identity. Short of 

that there is no exit. 



While the author was not speaking about white congregations needing to rethink their 

identity, the thought certainly gets our attention and hopefully moves us to rethink what 

our mission truly is today. What part does our congregation play in the overall 

community in which we are located? Do we now make and have we in the past made 

efforts to reflect the population of the neighborhood? Where do we begin to even think 

about all of this? 

We might even ask – what is the will of God in this ever-relevant situation? How do we 

go about coming to a broader understanding of what our mission today ought to be? 

Last week I talked a bit about coming to know the will of God. The focus last week was 

a general one that took in many facets of life today for all of us -COVID 19 and what 

living in that reality is like for us all. 

The matter of race and almost exclusively white congregations was not mentioned in my 

discussion about seeking to know the will of God. 

That being so, I want to bring the four concepts that I outlined last week – love, peace, 

justice and mercy as the starting point for us to tackle the subject. 

As with any topic we can quite easily talk about what we think and hear as well as what 

others are thinking. We can delve into the history of our congregation and understand 

the past. We can talk about the changes in the larger community over the years as well 

as the neighborhood in which we reside.  

And in the end, we might conclude that we have been aggressive in trying to be an 

inclusive church, welcoming everyone who walks through our doors.  

We certainly have been involved in the larger community through the many outreach 

efforts that have been and those we currently undertake. 

And in that respect, we are not unlike other non-Lutheran churches that have a super 

majority of white members. And there is nothing wrong with arriving at that conclusion. 

As a congregation we have surely been active and responsive and mission minded. And 

that is to be celebrated always. Thanks be to God. 

Yet, especially in view of current realities around the issue of race, it would behoove us, 

and all congregations, to make a concerted effort to rethink who we are and what our 

mission is for the near future. 

Now, please do not think that I have the solution or can guide us to quickly rethink what 

we are to be about. I only wish I had the solution. I wish it were as simple as that. 

The process seems to be urgent and certainly an on-going one. This is not a once-and-

done kind of exercise. It is part of a continuum that constantly would have us rethinking 

what it means to be a congregation of the one Church of Jesus Christ today. 

Using the concepts of love, peace, justice and mercy as the foundation for any 

deliberation seems to not only be appropriate but a necessary place to begin any 



conversation about race and community and mission for all congregations where the 

overwhelming majority of members is white. 

Our Psalm today – Psalm 80, verse 14 says, “Turn again, O God of hosts; look down 

from heaven, and see; have regard for this vine, the stock that your right hand planted.” 

If we understand the vine to be the church, this could certainly be our prayer for today 

and each day to come. 

Dealing with such a historically divisive topic may not seem to be an issue we want to 

tackle, yet it seems to me that God would want us to tackle it, on his behalf, seeking to 

do his will, seeking justice and peace, leading with the love and mercy that he has 

shown to us as he has his followers of all times. 

I have heard it said for many years that the gospel makes the uncomfortable 

comfortable and the comfortable uncomfortable. And over the years I have found that to 

be true. Tackling the issue of race as an almost exclusively white congregation is one of 

those times when many of us become uncomfortable as we hear and deal with the 

gospel. 

Such is the nature of being a Christian, a follower of Christ, now and always. 

May God grant us all wisdom and true understanding as we begin to think about these 

issues and our part in solving them. 

Thanks be to God. Amen 

Prayers of Intercession 

The prayers are prepared locally for each occasion. The following examples may be 
adapted or used as appropriate. 

With confidence in God’s grace and mercy, let us pray for the church, the world, and all 
those in need. 

A brief silence. 

Holy God, you call us to work for peace and justice in your vineyard. Refresh the church 
with your life, that we may bear fruit through work and service. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
 
Thank you for the abundant harvest of the earth. Bless and care for those whose hands 
bring the fruits of the earth to the tables of all who hunger. May we be inspired by your 
servants who cared deeply for your creation (especially Francis of Assisi, whom we 
commemorate today). Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
 



Curb the impulses of greed and pride that lead us to take advantage of others. Grant 
that world leaders (especially) seek the fruits of the kingdom for the good and welfare of 
all people. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
 
Sustain all who suffer with the promise of new life. Assured of your presence, heal our 
pain and suffering, and equip us to embrace all bodies aching for wholeness of mind, 
body, and soul. We call to mind those who are struggling today (especially). Lord, in 
your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
 
We pray for all managers in our community and for all who seek employment. Give 
hope and a future to those who lack meaningful work, those who have been 
marginalized or abused in the workplace, and those who desire new opportunities. Lord, 
in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
 
Here other intercessions may be offered. 

Thank you for the saints who teach us to live faithfully in your vineyard (especially 
Theodor Fliedner, renewer of society). May our chorus join theirs until our labor is 
complete. Lord, in your mercy, 
hear our prayer. 
 
Listen as we call on you, O God, and enfold in your loving arms all for whom we pray, in 
the name of Jesus Christ our Lord. 
Amen. 
 


