
 Several years ago, a good friend of mine called to ask me a 

question about church. She is not a church-goer and never has been, 

and so I have become her go-to person in all matters of faith and/or 

church procedure. This time she was calling because the little church 

down the street from her house was advertising something called 

Vacation Bible School. My friend had a vague idea that this might be 

a good idea for her daughters, who were at the time about 6 and 4, 

but she wanted to know more. I told her everything I knew about 

VBS – that it was usually more of a day camp than a “school,” that it 

would include lots of games and Bible stories, and that by the end of 

the week she would likely have more cotton-ball sheep and popsicle 

stick crosses than she would know what to do with. My friend said 

that she thought that sounded good, thanked me, and we hung up.   

 Later that summer, she called me again. She told me that her 

girls had gone to VBS, had been going that very week, as a matter of 

fact, but by that Thursday night she had decided to call it quits. Why? 

Well, because ever since they had started going to VBS, my friend’s 

daughters had been having terrible, heart-stopping nightmares. Every 

night they were waking up screaming about floods and lions and fire. 

They hadn’t known the stories of Noah and the Flood, Daniel in the 

Lion’s Den, or the Three Boys and the Fiery Furnace, and when they 

heard them for the first time, all they heard was horror. So they 

dreamed of waves crashing around them higher and higher, of lion’s 

teeth snapping ever closer, of fire that licked the edges of their 

blankets. “Nice Bible stories,” my friend said to me, “What is in there, 

anyway?” I apologized for not thinking to warn her; she laughed and 

said that she was taking her girls to Six Flags the next day instead.  

 I had forgotten, you see. I had forgotten how brutal and scary 

the Bible can be. There is violence everywhere. From the moment 

that Cain cuts down his brother Abel in the fourth chapter of 

Genesis, men and women kill men and women. Human blood stains 

verse after verse – entire tribes are slaughtered, priests and prophets 



are cut down with the sword, men are stabbed in the head with tent 

pegs, women are tossed from balconies and eaten by wild dogs. There 

are revenge killings, jealousy killings, killings for no reason at all. And 

lest we start telling ourselves that all that violence is in the “Old” 

Testament, let us not forget the village full of dead children, 

slaughtered by Herod’s men; John the Baptist’s severed head on a 

platter; Stephen’s body slowly bashed to death by stoning; the crown 

of thorns, the scourging, the cross. Let’s face it: the scope of violence 

in holy scripture makes Game of Thrones look like a bedtime story.  

 And really, we shouldn’t be surprised. The scriptures tell the 

stories of human beings, after all, and the human story is shot 

through with violence. There is no era of human history left 

untouched by cruel punishments and crueler deaths. You and I are 

so used to violence that most of us hardly notice it any more, or if we 

do, the shock doesn’t linger. How many mass shootings have we 

already forgotten? I can’t remember the names of all of the schools 

where shootings have taken place, let alone the malls and mosques 

and movie theaters. 432 people have been shot in Chicago already 

this year. How can we comprehend the magnitude of this number, 

really? We would drown in grief, surely, if we knew the stories of each 

of those people – where they came from, what they wanted to be when 

they grew up, where they were shot and what they lost and how much 

it hurt. We keep our heads above water only by bundling our violence 

together – 432 people, five mass shootings, and two small children 

last night. We keep it to the numbers and tell ourselves it’s just the 

same old story. 

Even so, it is disheartening, if not outright disgusting, to come 

into this house, this sanctuary of the one we call the Prince of Peace, 

and hear a story so laden with bruises and blood. The parable Jesus 

tells in today’s Gospel is violent to the core. A man plants a vineyard 

and goes away, leasing it to tenants to tend and harvest his grapes. 

When he sends a slave back to collect his part of the profits, the 



tenants beat him up and send him away with empty hands and a 

mouthful of blood. The man sends another slave, and he too is beaten 

and sent home with nothing but bruises to show for his trouble. A 

third slave is assaulted and thrown out of the vineyard. And when, in 

a moment of dubious logic, the man decides to try sending his son to 

talk to the tenants instead of a slave, well, then there is a killing. And 

what, Jesus asks, will the owner do to the tenants when he hears of 

this? Put simply: he will destroy them. Blessed are the peacemakers, 

my foot. They may be children of God, but if this parable is any 

indication, they are not inheriting the earth any time soon.  

It’s painful to hear this story and to imagine all of the ways 

stories like this have been used to bludgeon human beings 

throughout history. It’s so easy to picture those who have used it to 

their own violent ends by equating the wicked tenants with whatever 

group they wanted to destroy – Jews, Muslims, the wrong kinds of 

Christians. Once a group has been deemed unworthy of Grace, well, 

then, “the Bible says” that they should be destroyed and thrown out 

of the vineyard. Hearing this parable, it’s easy to see how the Church 

for centuries has justified using the Word of God as a weapon. Sadly, 

I’m guessing many of us here know just what that weapon feels like.   

But if violence is the only plot that we see here, if cruelty and 

judgment and rejection are the only themes we can find, then my 

friends, we are not hearing the whole story. The whole story is not 

just listening to the Word of God on the page but also listening to 

the Word of God, the Word incarnate, our Lord, Jesus Christ. When 

we hear this parable, we also hear the voice of the one who tells it, the 

Son who was sent to redeem those who are stewards of this world, the 

Son who was sent to right our wrongs, to draw us back to blessed 

behavior, to help us repent and to be forgiven. When we hear this 

voice, then we can hear this parable within the context of Jesus’ entire 

life and ministry. And the truth of the whole story is that while in this 

parable, the landowner could see no other solution to his problem 



than to answer violence with violence, no other choice but revenge, 

God can see another way forward. What then will the owner of the 

vineyard do? What then will the maker of all Creation do when his 

only Son is beaten, thrown out, and killed? Why, he will raise him 

from the dead, of course. He will raise him up to save all of 

humankind, to save us all, even the wickedest of tenants.  

This is the whole story, the true story, our story. That when 

there seems to be no way but violence, God finds another way. That 

when there seems to be no chance of forgiveness, no redemption, no 

reconciliation, God creates a chance. When we are stuck telling the 

same old story, God is doing something new. When we can hear only 

horror, God is doing a new thing, right now it is springing forth, do 

you not perceive it?  

 Every day, every news cycle, we are swamped by wave upon 

wave of violence, but that same old story is not the fullness of our 

story. God is doing a new thing. If God is creating life out of death, 

hope out of desperation, love out of hate, then God is surely creating 

peace out of the violence that we wreak upon one another. We are 

not doomed to an eternal cycle of death and cruelty. We are not 

doomed to an eternal cycle of violence and bloodshed. We are not 

doomed to an eternal cycle of plowshares beaten into swords, words 

sharpened into finely-tuned instruments of hatred, guns made ever 

faster, deadlier, and easier to get. We are not doomed to more mass 

shootings and more hate crimes and more pain, more tears, more 

death. We are not doomed. We are not in that old story. We are in a 

new story, written by the hand of love. 

 In this story, people gather around an image of grotesque, 

brutal violence and worship not the power that committed the 

violence but the one hanging on the cross. In this story, people gather 

around an altar and wait in full expectation that the Son of God will 

come to them again and again and again in bread and wine. In this 

story, people – you and I – move into the world in witness to this 



extraordinary love, to a thing so new that the world sometimes still 

cannot believe it. In this story, we live our lives as a constant 

proclamation of peace, as a sign and symbol that violence in an 

aberration, that is has no final power over us, that it is a lie, roundly 

to be disbelieved and defeated. In this story, we live each day as 

workers in the vineyard, tending the vines of tolerance, patience, and 

neighborly love. In this story, we live like those who dream – not of 

floods and lions and fires, but of love, and mercy, and peace – and 

wake each morning with “our mouth filled with laughter, and our 

tongue with shouts of joy.” Let us say to the nations, The Lord has 

done great things for them. The Lord has done great, new things for 

us, and we are glad indeed. 
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