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Palm Sunday 2017 (Evening Sung Eucharist) 

Isaiah 5: 1 – 7; Matthew 21:  1 – 11 

 

This evening’s Gospel reading contains an allegory of 

salvation history.  It’s such an effective and efficient 

piece of communication:  just eight verses, a simple 

story, and yet one that summarises the overarching 

narrative of the whole Bible and transmits it straight 

into your heart.  Even without hearing Isaiah 5 as the 

first lesson; and even without being reminded by it 

that the first community to hear Matthew’s Gospel 

would have been steeped in this tradition of thinking 

that God’s relationship with his chosen people was like 

the relationship between a landowner and his 

vineyard; even without all that background, it’s 

difficult not to get it. 

 

The vineyard is Israel, the landowner is God.  The 

slaves sent to collect the produce are the prophets sent 

to Israel.  The son whom the tenants throw out of the 

vineyard and kill is Jesus who dies outside the city of 

Jerusalem.  It’s simple; and it’s effective. 

 

The problem with allegories, though, is that they don’t 

really bear much analysis.  They communicate 

effectively but if you try to load systematic doctrine on 

them, they can’t carry the freight and they break down.  

The problem is that if we take this story apart and try 

to create a doctrine of salvation out of it there is a 

danger that we end up suggesting the Christian faith 

replaces the Jewish people as the people of God.  

There is a danger that we hear the story saying that the 

Kingdom of God will be taken away from the Jewish 

people.  I have no doubt that it will have been heard 

like that in the past and that, in some conservative 

quarters, it will still be heard to say that today. 

 

But such a reading of this story is to be rejected.  In the 

allegory it is the vineyard that stands for Israel.  But 

it’s not the vineyard that gets destroyed.  There’s 

nothing in the story that says that what stands for 
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Israel will be destroyed.  What gets destroyed is 

tenants who fail to produce fruits when required.  And 

that can be as true of Christian tenants as of Jewish 

tenants.  This is not a story that encourages us to be 

smug about who is in and who is out:  it calls us to 

contemplate whether we might have placed ourselves 

out of the kingdom of heaven. 

 

The climax of this story is when, having heard it, the 

chief priests and the Pharisees recognise that Jesus 

was speaking about them.  This evening’s Gospel 

reading is about the spiritual discipline of self-

recognition. 

 

We gather this evening at the outset of Holy Week.  

This week we’re going to journey with Jesus towards 

Calvary and through it; and as we do so we shall 

undergo the pain and anguish of him being betrayed 

and mocked and scourged and crucified.  This reading 

challenges us to consider where we place ourselves as 

actors in those events as they unfold. 

Jesus is the Truth.  And the Truth is revealed to the 

world through his suffering.  We can only know the 

truth by being his disciples.  And we can only be his 

disciples by sharing in his suffering.  This week part of 

our suffering may well be the self-recognition that we 

have ourselves been wicked tenants of the vineyard in 

which he has placed us; and we have played our part in 

putting him to death. 

 

But the suffering created by that self-recognition is 

itself liberating; because it is only through the humility 

of that self-recognition that we can begin to 

appropriate the grace that flows from the other side of 

Calvary. 

 

Amen. 

 

  

 


