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Matthew 21:33-46
October 5, 2008

Proper 22
Jesus Christ - Cornerstone
By Jerri L. Kumm LP


May the light of your Word so shine through my words, Father that those who hear might know you better.


Our Gospel lesson from Matthew this morning has several things happening that we might not pick up on with its first reading.  First a little background.  Jesus has made his triumphant entry into Jerusalem.  He has visited the Temple where he drove out the moneychangers, spent the night in Bethany, and then came back to Jerusalem where he begins to speak with people, instructing them.  The chief priests, elders, and Pharisees begin to challenge his authority to speak with such conviction.  They have up until this time enjoyed the power and authority they wielded over the people.  They had no desire to give up that power to some itinerant preacher who came from nothing and appeared to have nothing.  

But the people thought Jesus a prophet and they listened to him because his message was so different than anything they’d heard from the people of the Law, that is the Pharisees who were all about imposing their many, many man-made laws on the people.  To the Pharisees their laws had become more important than the laws of God.
Jesus tells one parable and then says, “Listen to another” and he begins to tell the parable of the farmer who planted a vineyard.  Now the farmer did all the right things – he built a fence around the vineyard to keep out animals that might come in for lunch,  he put up a tower, which would house the man who kept watch over the vineyard so that no one could come in and steal the grapes that belonged to the farmer and his tenants, and he put in a wine press which would be used to extract the juice from the grapes.  Basically, the farmer had established a well built vineyard in the tradition of the day.


He rented his vineyard to some tenants and off he went on a trip.  When it came time for him to receive his share of the harvest he sent some slaves to collect it.  But the tenants beat up the slaves and killed one.  So the farmer sent even more slaves to collect his share and the poor slaves met with the same fate as the first slaves.


The farmer then sent his son, whom he expected the tenants to respect and treat fairly – he was the farmer’s son after all - but alas, the son too was killed.


Then Jesus asks his listeners, “What do you suppose will happen when the farmer comes himself to deal with his tenants?”  AND they answer him  “Surely, the farmer will kill the evil men and rent the vineyard to someone who will treat him fairly.”

Let’s pause here and have a look at this parable so far.  Since parables tell a story that is meant to instruct through representation let’s see if we can make sense of what Jesus was saying.   Last week Ruth said that parables are either window parables that one can learn from by looking out at the story , or mirror parables with which we are supposed to look inward at ourselves.  I think this parable is a window parable for the most of those listening, but Jesus is also directing some of the story to the Pharisees and he would like them to look inwardly at themselves.  First, who is the farmer to represent?  God, our Heavenly Father – the ultimate farmer – grower of men – the Creator.  Who are the tenants who would not recognize the authority of the farmer’s son?  The Pharisees, elders, and others who are not willing to recognize the authority with which Jesus speaks because they will lose the power they so long to keep.  So, who are the slaves to represent?  The slaves represent the prophets who have gone before but have been killed by those in authority.  People like Jeremiah, Isaiah, and John the Baptist.  And of course, the son in the parable represents Jesus himself, who (Jesus is telling them) will be soon die as did the son in the parable.

Jesus then goes on and asks haven’t they read the Scriptures that speak of the stone which the builders rejected as worthless that turned out to be the most important of all?


In 1501 an artist envisioned a sculpture of a man - and he found a piece of marble which has been rejected by other sculptors because it was flawed.  I don’t know if the marble was flawed only in color – or if it was flawed structurally – that is if struck wrong, it could crumble.  But regardless of the type of flaw, the artist was taking quite a chance starting out with flawed marble.


Well this artist did not waiver, but began chipping away on his 18 foot piece of flawed marble.   He worked on it for three years and he incorporated new techniques that had not been done much before.   For example, he carved the whole thing in one piece.  Before, the arms of the sculpture were often carved separately and then attached to the shoulder, but this artist did the whole sculpture in one piece.  Remember the marble stood 18 feet tall.   


Though the artist had to make the right hand disproportionably large in order to hold the weight of the arm, he completed the statue in 1504 in one piece from the flawed marble.

Now for the rest of the story – just like on Paul Harvey:

The artist was Michelangelo and the statue was David, perhaps the most widely recognized piece of artistic sculpture in the world.  When I was a young art student, I had to draw a sketch from a “mold” of the eyes of David.  When you look into the face of that sculpture, you expect him to take a breath – and when you look into the eyes, you expect him to blink.


If Michelangelo had not accepted that flawed piece of marble that other artists rejected, we would not have his marvelous creation to admire today.

And so it is that Jesus is the cornerstone -  Rejected by the Pharisees and some other Jews, Jesus nonetheless triumphs over death and the grave to become the cornerstone on which all Christianity is built. 
Ruth tells me that the cornerstone of our church has been uncovered by the tuck pointers after many years of being “hidden”.  In my research, I also learned that the cornerstone of our nation’s Capitol Building cannot be found.  Years of settling and the sifting of soil have buried it so it cannot be seen any longer. Of course we know that it is there because the Capitol still stands and carries on the Legislation of the United States. But the very foundation of our government stands on a cornerstone which is no longer visible.  


And so it is with our cornerstone, Jesus Christ.  We can’t see him any longer – he no longer walks this earth as a human being, but there is no doubt that he is of this world – that he “appears” to us in many forms at many times if we are looking for him in all things.

If we build our lives on the cornerstone of Jesus.  If Jesus is part of our every breath, things change.  If when we rise in the morning, we step out on that cornerstone and build our day from there, Jesus can take the flawed people that we inevitable are and sculpt us into something beautiful – something better – something worthy of the Kingdom of God.  







                                                                              Amen
