Twenty-seventh Sunday in O.T.

Oct. 2, 2011 – Year A

The Third and Final Act
  The Gospel of Matthew is packed with drama; today’s parable is but one example of Jesus’ keen sense of the dramatic.

   The parable we just heard is a trilogy, a play in three acts, a drama that stretches back to the time of Abraham and Moses and forward to eternity.  As followers of Christ, we play an important role in that great drama.

   You may ask, “What kind of play is this?  Is it a tragedy?  A comedy?

   No, my friends in Christ, it is neither of these.  It is a love story!

   It is a story of love offered, and love rejected.  It is a tale of a faithful lover who loves creation, and longs to be loved in return.  It is a drama of the Divine Landowner and the foolish tenants, children of God, created to be loved and to return love, which are out of relationship with God.  And it is about servants sent by God to restore that loving relationship.

  The first act of this three part play takes place in ancient Israel.  As the scene unfolds we see God establishing a radical new relationship of love with the people of Israel – a covenant of love, first with Noah, then with Abraham, and finally through Moses, a covenant that no other people can claim.  I will be your God and you will be my people.  Within that covenant, God’s love would be constant and the people would flourish in a land flowing with milk and honey, a land rich and fruitful as the vineyard in the parable.

   But we all know what happens.  The people forget the covenant and turn away from God and substitute foreign gods, idols, they neglected the poor and the stranger.  To bring them back God sent prophets to warn them, to cajole them, even to threaten them.  God sent prophets like the servants in the first reading, to collect what was rightfully due to the Divine Landowner – the return of love from those who were the beneficiaries of his love.

   But the prophets were rejected and mistreated.  Jeremiah was even thrown into a dry well.  And even though they spoke for God, each of the servant-prophets experienced rejection.

   Whereas the second act of this play, becomes all too familiar to us.  In this act, it is Jesus who is sent to the people of Israel to receive what was rightfully owed to God – the love of God’s people.  Everything Jesus did in his public ministry – the preaching, the miracles, the healing – all was intended to win back the love of the foolish tenants.  But we know what happened.  We know how the second act of this play ends.  Once again the servant who was God Incarnate, was rejected like the servants in the first act who went before him.  Not only is Jesus rejected; this Suffering Servant was betrayed, tortured, and killed.  As the curtain falls on this second act, picture the cross dominating the scene.

   Now we come to the third act.  Again it is servants who play the leading role.  Except it is not the prophets of old who have the main role.  Instead it is you and I.  We are now the servants sent by God to deliver to the Divine Landlord all the love, all the devotion, all the commitment that is owed.  Each of us here today – priest, deacon, religious, and layperson – each of us is a ministering servant.  And I suppose at times we feel as rejected as the servants in the first act.  The people we are called to minister too, do not appreciate us.  We find ourselves unable to awaken in the tenants that excitement about God we had hoped to find when we first became servants.

   But as we carry out our role as servants in this third act, there is something we must keep in mind – Christ is with us.  We need to minister in such a way that those who see us, see Christ as well.  And when they do - they seek change in their lives as well.
   How then do we reveal that it is Christ the Servant acting in and through us?  We do it by supporting one another.  No servant can minister well alone.  We need the support of other servants.  We need the support of this community as it celebrates the Eucharist; we need the support of small Christian communities, of both the young and old alike.  We need the support of families, by prayer, by scripture study, by retreats.  Without that support, people will not recognize Jesus the Servant in us.  We need to leave a legacy of who Jesus the lover is in our lives so others will come to see and believe.

   There is a movie that has inspired me about leaving a legacy.  It is a movie about love given and love received.  Mr. Holland Opus you might recall is a movie about a frustrated composer in Portland, Oregon, who takes a job as a high school band teacher in the 1960’s.  Diverted from his life-long goal of achieving critical fame as a classic musician, Glenn Holland (played by Richard Dreyfuss) believes that his high school job is only temporary.  At first he maintains his determination to write an opus by composing at his piano after putting in a full day with his students.  But as family demands increase (including the discovery that his infant son is deaf) and the pressures of the job multiply, Mr. Holland recognizes that his idea of leaving a lasting legacy is merely a dream.

   At the end of the movie we find an aged Mr. Holland fighting in vain to keep his job.  The board has decided to reduce the operating budget by cutting the music and drama program.  No longer a reluctant band teacher, Mr. Holland believes in what he does and passionately defends the role of the arts in public education.  What began as a career detour became a thirty-five year mission, pouring his heart into the lives of young people.

  Mr. Holland returns to his classroom to retrieve his belongings a few days after school has left out for summer vacation.  He has taught his final class.  With regret and sorrow, he fills a box with artifacts that represent the tools of his trade and memories of many meaningful classes.  His wife and son arrive to give him a hand.

   As they leave the classroom and walk down the hall, Mr. Holland hears some noise in the auditorium.  Because school is out, he opens the door to see what the commotion is all about.  To his amazement he sees a capacity audience of former students and teaching colleagues and a banner that reads “Good-bye, Mr. Holland.”  Those in attendance greet Mr. Holland with a standing ovation, while a band (consisting of past and present members) play songs they learned at his hand.
   The master of ceremonies for this reception is none other than the governor of Oregon a past student of Mr. Holland.  A student who came to believe in herself during his first year of teaching.  As she addresses the room of well wishers, she speaks for the hundreds who fill the auditorium:

   “Mr. Holland had a profound influence in my life (on a lot of lives, I know) and yet I get a feeling that he considers a great part of his life misspent.  Rumor had it he was always working on this symphony of his, and this was going to make him famous and rich.  But Mr. Holland isn’t rich and he isn’t famous – at least not outside our little town.  So it might be easy for him to think himself a failure, but he’d be wrong.  Because I think he’s achieved a success far beyond riches and fame.”

   Looking at her former teacher, the governor gestures with a sweeping hand and continues, “Look around you.  There is not a life in this room that you have not touched, and each one of us is a better person because of you.  We are your symphony, Mr. Holland.  We are the melodies and notes of your opus.  And we are the music of your life.”

   So my fellow servants in Christ, we need to leave a legacy too.  To pour our hearts into writing a love song that will touch the lives of those we meet on our journey.  As people who passionately believe in faith, the gospel of Christ, we are called to keep alive its memory, to celebrate its reality, and to bear witness in our lives to its saving power.  It is through prayer, through the Eucharist we celebrate here today and through committed service to those in need that we bring forth good fruit.  And in doing so we will achieve success far beyond riches and fame, so that when we come to the end of third and final act, he will know us my friends by the fruit we bear. 

