We learn it from a very young age.  For some, it is their first word.  It starts fights, spats, skirmishes, battles, and war.  It is just one little word, yet it defines who we are and what we do on such a fundamental level that we spend our whole lives defining it and broadcasting it.  That word is MINE.

This toy?  Mine.  These shoes?  Mine.  This car?  Mine?  This second car?  Mine, too.  It is mine because it was a present to me, because of the hours I worked, because of the money I earned, mine because I won it, because I deserve it, because I want it, because it’s MINE.  After all, without what is mine, how would anyone know who you are?  How would you know who you are?

So in a way, we can actually sympathize with the tenants in this story.  Sure, they didn’t plan the vineyard or put up the hedge or build the watchtower or make the winepress, but they’d been there the whole time.  They’d worked on it.  Shouldn’t it be theirs, after all they’d done?  Why should they give up those grapes they’d worked so hard on, just because someone else thinks they should get it first?  They are ready to fight to keep what’s theirs, and we can hardly blame them.  But in the end, the downfall this greed brings is hardly worth the short-lived glory.

Jesus’ original hearers would have heard Jesus’ story in a very similar way, too.  He’s telling this parable to the gathered crowd in the temple and more specifically to the chief priests and elders who question his authority.  In their hearing, Jesus’ allegory is very clear.  God is the owner of the vineyard who has made all things.  The vineyard is God’s world, but more specifically Israel.  
The tenants are those charged with the care and nurture of God’s people – the priests and Pharisees, whose leadership was supposed to help God’s people stay on track.  However, according to the story, they decided the vineyard was theirs and wanted all its fruits – glory, power, control, wealth – for themselves.  God sent servants – in this case, the prophets – to the vineyard to reclaim it.  Throughout history, they were killed and mocked.  Finally, the Son was sent.  Jesus foretells his own death when he reveals that he will be killed for the very message he brings.
For the Pharisees and priests, this is a strong condemnation of their work.  Jesus says, in effect, that instead of doing what is right and just, they are taking from God was is rightly God’s.  They are merely tenants, tending to the vineyard, but instead they will attack and destroy and even kill to stay in power.  They have seen the power and honor that is rightly God’s, and they said MINE.
It’s too easy to leave the story here.  It is more comfortable to understand the story as a dated warning from Jesus to the religious leaders of the time.  It is far more difficult to hear the moral behind the parable.  When Jesus breaks into our life, he claims what is rightly due to God, and that is simply everything.  Not just prestige and glory and control, but all the things of this world that we want to stack up and gain for ourselves.  We can say MINE all we want, but it is not and has never been ours.  We will always be called to account for what God has trusted us with, and we will be asked to return it to God.
In the lesson from Philippians, Paul lists his set of MINEs: his family was the right one, he’d done all the correct things to be righteous, he’d earned himself a great job and illustrious position, he worked hard and flew straight and deserved to be seen as a rich, successful, worthy person.  Paul knows what it is to call MINE.  And what does he declare he has earned? Nothing.  Nothing at all.  In fact, he says, “Whatever gains I had, these I have come to regard as LOSS because of Christ.  More than that, I regard everything as loss because of the surpassing value of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord.  For his sake, I have suffered the loss of all things, and I regard them as rubbish, in order that I may gain Christ and be found in him”
Paul was in prison when he wrote his letter to the Philippians.  He had indeed physically lost everything.  He was bound to lose his life shortly.  Instead of pining after what he’d never have again, he mourned that he had them in the first place.  Striving after Christ had brought him to a place where he had nothing, and he realized that it was all he needed all along.  He could no more build his own self-worth than he could save his own life.  He was down to nothing except Christ, and in Christ he had everything.

In this world, in our lives, we work to gain our salvation in ways we think will work.  Whether we turn to pietism or the almighty dollar, we scrape and fight for what we can hold onto with our own two hands and yell MINE.  But Paul understands that we are formed in the image of the things that we desire.  When we grasp for power, control, and prestige like the tenants in the story, we reap what we sow – not wealth, but spiritual sickness and disordering of priorities that sends us further and further from what God wants of us.  The more we gain, the more our soul goes bankrupt, as Paul knows in his heart.  We become self-satisfied and self-reliant, and fool ourselves into believing that we don’t need God.  We look at what is due God and we say MINE.
But these things we have that we hold onto desperately, yelling MINE at the top of our lungs, they were never ours to begin with.  Everything from the money in our pockets to the relationships we build will come and go.  Our relationship with Jesus Christ is ultimately the only thing that matters.  We don’t own anything, not our possessions or our righteousness.  We depend fully on the grace and mercy of God in Jesus, something that we can’t even make for ourselves.
But that’s the good news in this story.  We are freed from worrying about what we have or what we need or what we want.  We are in God’s vineyard.  Everything around us is God’s, and we are entrusted with its careful and respectful use.  In Christ, we are transformed from having to not having.  We don’t own, we rent.  This is God’s world, and God will continue to make it grow, and God will continue to give us our daily bread on this day and the next.  These things we have are not MINE or ours, and they never were.  They have only ever been God’s, and we have always been expected to return it to God’s possession. 
This is why we use the phrase stewardship: we are called to be stewards of the gifts God has trusted us with.  These gifts are not for us to claim, but for us to return to God’s glory.  We are tenants in God’s vineyard.  In Christ, we are free to let go and continue to rely on God’s vineyard to provide us with all good things.  Thanks be to God.

