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Isaiah 5:1-17; Psalm 80:7-14; Philippians 3:4b-14; Matthew 21:33-46 

 

Last week, I mentioned that I’ve long had a discipline of listening to my dreams. 

Some of the more intriguing ones I’ve had are called meta-dreams. This term refers 

to a type of dream in which the dreamer experiences a dream within a dream. A 

couple of mine have been nightmares set inside of dreams. That is to say, during the 

dreams, I had nightmares that ended while I was still dreaming.  

Today, we have two texts on the vineyard. The first, from Isaiah, is an allegory and 

the other, likely built from the base of the Isaiah text, is the gospel parable 

commonly referred to as the tale of the wicked tenant. Together with the story of 

the resurrection to which Matthew is heading as he tells this parable, these stories 

form a kind of nightmare within a dream, a meta-dream, if you will. Just as the 

unconscious tells us things through symbol and story but require some analysis, so I 

would argue these texts have messages best mined if we approach them as we 

would our dreams. 

The subject of this meta-dream found in the vineyard stories is judgment, and these 

texts, together, raise the question of whether there exists the proverbial “point of no 

return” in our lives, in our world, and ultimately, at the foundation of all existence.  

Here’s the spoiler: today’s texts argue yes and no. 

Which can make us distinctly uncomfortable.  

We have two vineyard stories making two different but related points. The Isaiah 

allegory, set during the 8th century before the Common Era, when the Northern 

Kingdom is in captivity under Assyrian rule, tells the story of Israel’s failure. 

Matthew, likely drawing material from the Isaiah text, addresses the failure of the 

religious leaders of Jesus’ day to receive both the prophets who preceding him and 

Jesus himself. 

In the allegory from Isaiah, the vineyard owner has a considerable investment in the 

vineyard. Using practices any Jew of the day would have recognized, he has dug the 

soil, collected the rocks, built a watch tower, backfilled the terraced hills with the 

best soil and even dug into the limestone a winepress. He has bought the best vines, 

those that will produce succulent grapes. The press is ready for the harvest. The 

investment is steep. 

What comes? Wild grapes—small and bitter. Useless. 
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Using a play on Hebrew words, the writers says they have exchanged justice for 

bloodshed, righteousness for a cry of distress. It was a clever phonetic 

play…sounding something like this… He expected mishpat but saw mishpach, 

tsedeqah but heard tse'ahqah.  (This information was provided by Dennis Bratcher, 

CSI, Voice/Institute). 

What happens next is judgment. But not as we imagine. No hell fire and brimstone. 

No, if I could sum up the judgment in one word it would be abandoning. You might 

say he let go.  

He simply ceases doing all the things that previously indicated his investment—he 

lets the land go back to its previous state. No more hedge. No more wall. No more 

pruning. No more water. Judgment in this text is not active, punitive retribution—

like the revenge we often imagine to be the substance of judgment. No, it is an act of 

profound acknowledgment of what is. It is an act of grief. A letting go born of grief. 

The vineyard owner simply withdraws his investment.  

You know what this moment of abandonment is like. When you’ve tried everything 

in a relationship, and there is nothing left to do but walk away. It is a moment of 

visceral grief, like an insatiable ache. Your deepest longing for the one you love, the 

one you trusted, is dead. This is a motif of lost hopes.  

The gospel picks up this motif and take it a step beyond Isaiah’s image of God 

abandoning Israel. In the gospel story, the religious leaders unwittingly describe 

what God will do to them for rejecting Jesus. Upon hearing the parable, the leaders 

say God should take revenge on the wicked tenants and put those wretches to a 

miserable death. They do not realize the vengeance they demand is upon their own 

heads. 

Does the parable come true in the events of Jesus’ death and resurrection?  

No. It does not. No vengeance is meted out. At best, we see a return to the style of 

judgment in the Isaiah text in Judas’ death—God leaves those who kill Jesus to their 

own devices.  

Ultimately, the message of the gospels concerning judgment in the form of 

punishment of those who killed Jesus is, well, nonexistent. Those who loved Jesus 

and those who did not both awake from the nightmare of the crucifixion to discover 

that the new life he had promised is true. His dream for the world is real. 

Time after time, he woke people from the nightmare of lost hopes into the dream of 

resurrection. Remember, Peter, Mary, Paul—all were amazed that life, radically 

different from what they’d known, was just beginning after their despair. 

Jesus proclaimed the dream of a new world. His life was the original “I have a 

Dream” speech that has inspired every prophet since.  Both vineyard stories, which 

are nightmares about human failure and betrayal—both of them end inside the 

larger, truer dream of resurrection.  
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God abandons the vineyard only for a season. In both Isaiah and the gospels, God 

returns to rebuild in a new season. The nightmare is not the end of the story.  

I don’t think the Resurrection narratives collapse this tension and solve the problem 

for us, though. I don’t believe we can simply jump the line with a special 

resurrection coupon (like the ones I get in my inbox for dinner at Fridays) and get to 

the end of the gospels with a big hurrah. 

These theological dreams, nested in one another, point to unresolved tensions in the 

spiritual journey. They raise questions that can only be answered with lives lived. 

Namely, will we go to the point of no return? Or will we return to love. God does not 

prevent us from our own demise. Freedom is radical. Each life has the possibility of 

the point of no return, where finally, God lets us go. At least in this life. But it is never 

divine action that determines this choice. It is always ours. 

We know these places; we are sadly acquainted with them. Junctures in our lives 

and in the lives of others. These are the dark places where we choose hatred over 

love, despair over hope, alienation over reconciliation. When you see someone you 

love at such a juncture, it makes you want to scream NO—STOP—you may never 

recover from this! That is the point of no return. And it causes us great, great grief. 

There are many ways to talk about why we need each other in this Christian 

community. To me, one of the most compelling reasons for our being together is to 

tend the dream of Jesus in our own souls. Because when that dream lives, we live 

beyond our deepest grief. And we can become the ones God needs in the world. 

In a meta-dream, the dreamer wakes up from the nightmare and finds the larger 

dream is still unfolding with intriguing beauty and truth.  

This sacred community is a place for waking up into the real dream of God. This is a 

tending place. A place that calls to each of us when we face the point of no return. 

Like Peter was brought back at the beach. Like Mary was brought back at the empty 

tomb. Like Paul was brought back on Damascus.  The risen Christ comes to bring 

you and me back from the point of no return. In this place, here, St. Thomas, that 

return to love happens.  

Never underestimate the importance of this place. It can wake us up into the dream 

beyond the nightmare. 

Listen to the words of Antonio Machado: 

Marvelous Error      Antonio Machado  (1875 – 1939) 

Last night, as I was sleeping, 

I dreamt  -- marvelous error! -     

that a spring was breaking 

out in my heart. 

I said: Along which secret aqueduct, 
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Oh water, are you coming to me, 

water of a new life 

that I have never drunk? 

 

Last night, as I was sleeping, 

I dreamt -- marvelous error! -   

that I had a beehive 

here inside my heart. 

And the golden bees 

were making white combs 

and sweet honey 

from my old failures. 

Last night, as I was sleeping, 

I dreamt -- marvelous error! -   

that a fiery sun was giving 

light inside my heart. 

It was fiery because I felt 

warmth as from a hearth, 

and sun because it gave light 

and brought tears to my eyes. 

 

Last night, as I slept, 

I dreamt -- marvelous error! -   

that it was God I had 

here inside my heart. 

 

May you awaken from the nightmares you face into the marvelous error of Christ in 

you, calling you into the dream of new beginning. And may we always be a place 

where that awakening happens. 

 


