
Thirteenth Sunday after Pentecost

The Unfaithful Tenants

In yesterdays Gospel we read about how Jesus taught that we should, 
“render unto Caesar what was Caesars and render unto God what is Gods”. 
He was answering a question about paying taxes. Taxes in the ancient world 
were, at least in principle, unlike taxes in our American society. Here, at 
least theoretically, taxes are more in the way of voluntary contributions to 
the general welfare, (remember no taxation without representation). Then, 
taxes were imposed as a kind of rent upon subject people, since, again in 
principle, the king or ruler was the active ‘owner’ of his kingdom. Thus Jesus 
said about money, render it to him whose image is upon it but about 
ourselves, our own personhood, made in God’s image, this we must render, 
(submit), to God. As Metropolitan Anthony of Sourozh describes it; “Give to 
each what is his – the money to him who coined it and impressed it with his 
sign, but your whole self to Him whose image is imprinted on you”.

Wherever we may find ourselves in this often troubled and tragic 
world, we Christians, the New Israel, are always faced with the challenges 
arising from our unique situation as both subjects of the Heavenly King, 
(whose sign we bear in our very nature), and as subjects, citizens, 
tribesmen, or perhaps even slaves of a temporal system. Here in America we 
are citizens of a Republic, with all the rights and responsibilities that entails. 
We all owe legitimate duties of public service and support to our country, 
state and local community. Nothing in Christianity excuses us from those 
duties. Indeed, our higher obligations insist that we fulfill them willingly and 
ungrudgingly.

It is the development of ourselves as ‘persons’ that our Christian
religion is primarily directed. This development is essentially carried out 
through a program of worship, education and ascetical struggle to acquire 
and nurture what is called virtue and at the same time to suppress and 
restrain what is called vice, or in more specifically Orthodox terminology, the 
passions. Today’s Gospel lesson of the wicked husbandmen is another lesson 
in our effort to maintain a right balance between what so often seems to be 
a conflicting struggle to serve ‘two masters’, God and mammon – an old 
fashioned term for the ‘prince of this world’, the inordinate care about the 
things of this material life including and perhaps best symbolized by the love 
of money.



This parable was originally told “against the Jews”, the First Israel, or 
People of God. For Christians, the New Israel, the history of the Jewish 
people in their relationship with God is of interest primarily as a source of 
instruction about human nature generally. God had ‘Covenanted’, that is, 
made an agreement with the Hebrews that he would provide them with a 
good land of “milk and honey” and protect them in return for their 
agreement to follow His Commandments, or rules about how to live. With 
typical human nature, they liked the part about “milk and honey” and 
protection but quickly began to ignore and even resent the rules part.

So God began sending Prophets to Israel – people who reminded them 
of their responsibilities and warned them concerning the unpleasant 
consequences of ignoring them. In terms of the parable, they came to collect 
the rent. How badly they were treated is a matter of Biblical record. Of 
course the Son whom they rejected and killed was the last straw and they 
were dispossessed, evicted from the good land, losing the protection; all of 
this seemingly fulfilled in the historical conquest of Israel, the destruction of 
the temple and the enslavement and dispersion of the Jews in AD 64. Pay 
the rent indeed!

It cannot be too difficult for us to get the main message here. Our 
relationship with God is in a sense contractual. He deals with us, not as a 
tyrant, but person to person. Our freedom is respected. But freedom is not 
without its costs. Freedom is not free. Rights do not exist without 
responsibilities.

We, as the New Israel, also exist in a covenant relationship with 
Christ. At our Baptisms we are blessed to walk in God’s Commandments. 
That means we agree to live by His rules for human life. That means Christ’s 
Commandments must be established in our consciousness as the primary 
moral, ethical and behavioral standards by which we measure the rightness 
of our lives and towards which we continually work for improvement. Now 
here is the heart of today’s Gospel message – If we do not do this work, if 
we begin to think that we have no obligation to hold ourselves to a higher 
standard than that of our native self-interest, our perspective of what is 
right and what is wrong will be damaged – so much so that we will begin to 
see wrong as right. Because that will make sense to us in our own way of 
thinking, terrible things can take place.



We must not think for a minute that the attitude or behavior of the 
unfaithful tenants is in any way exaggerated or no longer likely to happen. 
True, the inheritance laws are different now and it is unlikely that a renter in 
America today would believe that killing the landlord’s heir would grant them 
next in line to inherit. But have we not seen the same thing on a 
monstrously greater scale with the advance of Communism with its program 
of ‘social justice’? Through despoiling the ‘rich’ millions have been killed in 
the last hundred years for no other reason than they were viewed as being 
in the way of social “progress”. Five million farmers, peasant farmers and 
their families were starved to death in the Ukraine by Stalin because they 
would not give up private ownership of their farms. This ideology is alive and 
well in America today although thankfully it has yet to achieve 
unchallengeable political power. God help us all if this madness continues to 
affect the American mind.

Regardless of what transpires in our culture, Christians must be truth 
seekers and truth finders. We must study the ways of the Lord not just know 
them intellectually, to be able, for example, to recite the Ten 
Commandments, but to know how to apply them to the circumstances of our 
everyday lives. To this end, many of the spiritual Fathers and Mothers have 
recommended to their spiritual children the utilization of the Ten 
Commandments as a structure of self-examination prior to Confession. Of 
course, one would have to make Confession a somewhat regular part of his 
or her spiritual program for this to be of much value.

Food for thought, Brothers and Sisters, food for thought.

May God bless us all this morning with a good Communion -  a 
Communion that helps establish us in His Commandments.

Amen


