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 These two parables from Isaiah and Matthew are very closely connected. The allusion to 

the Isaiah story in Jesus’ parable is unmistakable and would have been immediately noticed by 

his hearers. In Isaiah we learn that God plants a vineyard with the same expectations of any 

farmer. God expects a good harvest, beautiful healthy grapes but instead gets wild grapes. Now, 

I’ve been told that wild grapes aren’t really that bad, but they are tart and not very much use for 

anything but feeding stray birds.  

 

 So, when Jesus begins describing the vineyard using the terms he does the people around 

him immediately assume that whatever is being raised won’t be what the landowner wants. It 

may be a little strange that the tenants want to keep it for themselves. Why hang onto a bad 

harvest? And why go to so much trouble – abusing the servants, even killing the landowner’s son 

– to prevent anyone from getting it?  

 

 If we understand Jesus’ story as a critique of the leadership in Jerusalem, which we and 

they know it is, then one thing he may be saying is our attempts to preserve a broken system 

really aren’t worth it. Even though we’re more comfortable with something broken because it’s 

familiar, the damage that’s done in maintaining it can only lead to destruction. Jesus asks them, 

“Now when the owner of the vineyard comes, what will he do to those tenants?” And they 

respond in the most natural way imaginable: “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.” And 

again, it’s important to think about Jesus’ story in light of the Isaiah one. The “harvest time” may 

not be some far-off day of judgement, but it may come every day, in every facet of society. 

 

 We learn from Isaiah that God expected certain things from Israel. God expected a 

harvest of justice and righteousness. That’s not some final outcome; it’s what’s expected every 

day. God desires a society built on justice and righteousness. But all God gets is turmoil and 

heartache. In his book Just Mercy, a memoir and critique of the criminal justice system in the 

US, Bryan Stevenson says, “The opposite of justice is poverty.” He describes a system where 

people living in poverty who are incarcerated are denied access to proper representation, proper 

mental health care, and most importantly, the benefit of the doubt. Their guilt is assumed by the 

system.  

 

 Maintaining an unjust system that favors the rich over the poor only leads to bloodshed 

and isn’t worth the effort. The harvest of justice God desires is one where every person is treated 

with dignity and respect regardless of their condition or resources. Working toward that harvest 

by advocating for people who live in poverty and are left out or left behind is how we change 

this system and produce the harvest God desires. 

 



 The righteousness God expects is a little harder to define. Righteousness is a more 

internal than external concept. When we live righteously we experience the benefits of it at a 

fundamental level, at the very core of our society. We create an environment where compassion 

and generosity can flourish and become second nature to us.  

 

But when we engage in unrighteous behavior, the effect is just as pervasive. Recently 

I’ve been reading the book Separated: Inside an American Tragedy by the journalist Jacob 

Soboroff. In it he chronicles the policy of separating children from their parents at the Mexican 

border when they arrive illegally without documentation. While it’s true that border officers have 

separated children from parents from time to time in the past, it’s been done only when it was 

believed the children are in some kind of danger from the adult who’s attending them. In other 

words, it’s normally done to prevent harm to the child. The current policy was put in place with 

the express purpose of deterring families from coming to the US to seek asylum. What was once 

done rarely as a protective measure is now being done routinely as a punitive measure.  

 

That unrighteous harvest has caused an outcry of pain not just from the adults and 

children who are affected but from our own collective spirit as a society. We are crushing our 

soul by treating people this way. Preserving a system like that will do far more damage to us than 

anything it may be trying to prevent. If it’s okay to separate these children from their parents, 

then why not treat anyone whom we fear with the same disregard? Why bother to hear anyone’s 

story if the stories being told by these families at the border can be dismissed? If we have no 

compassion for these people who are the very least among us why have compassion for anyone? 

And why should we expect it in our own times of need?  

 

What’s happening at our border, children in cages, parents given no information about 

their safety, sometimes permanently cut off from one another, is a harvest of shame we cannot 

allow to continue. We have a responsibility to speak out on behalf of refugees and asylum 

seekers coming to us for help and compassion. That’s the harvest God expects from us; that’s 

why we’re planted here. 

 

Neither Isaiah nor Jesus tells these stories simply to threaten. Parables are told to inspire 

us to action. They’re told as a way of opening our eyes to the realities around us so we can 

change. Both the prophet and the healer believe nothing about our circumstances is beyond 

redemption. We can produce the harvest God desires. We can grow justice and righteousness 

among us if we’re willing to admit the brokenness of our systems and commit ourselves to being 

advocates for the forgotten and repairers of the breach. This is who God needs us to be. No more 

standing on the sidelines waiting for someone else to act. It’s up to us! God is waiting for the 

harvest. It’s time for justice and righteousness to grow! 

 

Amen 


