
Twenty-seventh Sunday in Ordinary Time A: 10.4.2026 
Which straw broke the camel’s back? 
 
 Do you remember when you were a little child, a very little child, how you wanted, each night, to 
have your mother or father read one particular story to you? Your mom or dad had to read the very same 
story, the very same way they read it, every night, or, somehow, you just couldn’t get to sleep at night? 
Maybe you are at the stage in your life that you are reading a story, or singing a little song, to one of your 
children or grandchildren. Of course, your children and grandchildren know each and every word of the 
story by heart. How do I know this? Because I remember that if my mother made a mistake, I would 
correct her. And when I was taking care of my baby sister many years later, she would correct my 
mistakes. At the time in my life when I was reading those stories, I didn’t quite see the point in all of that, 
but now, thankfully, I know better. Oh, by the way, you might be wondering, what was my favourite 
story? To my chagrin, I can’t quite remember. The name of the story was something like The Little 
Postman on Bayberry Lane?  
 You are also wondering, where on earth is he going with this example? Oh, I do, indeed, have a 
point to this story, and that is this. In the Holy Gospel for this Sunday, Our Lord is using a very old story 
that His listeners knew, literally, word by word. Jesus simply, if you’ll pardon the expression, ‘lifted’ this 
parable right out of the Book of the Prophet Isaiah (well, after all, it is His Book, isn’t it?). These words 
are, in fact, the words of our first reading: “Let me now sing of my friend, my friend’s song concerning His 
vineyard.” (Isaiah 5. 1)  
 Do you notice how the Prophet’s Friend, that is, the Lord God, provides everything for His 
vineyard: “He spaded it, cleared it of stones, and planted the choicest vines; within it He built a watchtower 
and hewed out a winepress.” (Isaiah 5. 2) The image of the vineyard was an image used rather frequently 
by the Lord for His people Israel, as Mons. Goodier points out: “Thou hast brought a vineyard out of Egypt; 
Thou hast cast out the Gentiles and planted it.” (Psalm 80. 9) Following verses one and two of chapter five 
in the Book of Isaiah, we read in the seventh verse: “For the vineyard of the Lord of Hosts is the House of 
Israel.” (Isaiah 5. 7) And in the other great prophets we read: “I planted thee a chosen vineyard, of fully 
tested stock.” (Jeremias 2. 21) The prophet Ezekiel threatens mightily: “As the vine tree among the forest 
which I have given to the fire to be consumed, so shall I deliver up the inhabitants of Jerusalem.” (Jeremiah 
15. 6) And, finally, the gentle prophet Hosea: “Israel, is a vine full of branches, whose fruit matches its 
growth.” (Hosea 10. 1) (1) 
 Now, in keeping with this parable of the Lord, which He has taken directly from the Book of 
Isaiah, one point must be firmly kept in mind. “This His vine the Lord had entrusted to His husbandmen,” 
that is to say: 
 

to Moses and the Judges; to the kings; but most of all to the priests and Levites, the Scribes and the 
Pharisees, the lawyers and the ancients, the keepers of the Law and its interpreters. Since the day when the 
Law had come into their hands, it had been for them to administer it, to cultivate the vineyard of the Lord. (2) 

 
This point cannot be emphasized firmly enough. That is why Jesus will insist, in His teaching of the 
Beatitudes: “Do not think that I have come to abolish the Law and the prophets. I have come, not to abolish 
them, but to fulfill them… That is why whosoever breaks the least of these commands and teaches others to 
do so shall be called least in the Kingdom of God, but whosoever fulfills and teaches these commands shall 
be great in the Kingdom of God. I tell you, unless your holiness surpasses that of the scribes and Pharisees 
you shall not enter the Kingdom of God!” (St. Matthew 5. 17, 19-20) The heartbreaking situation of the 
scribes and Pharisees is this: while Jesus does issue a rebuke to the people, telling them that their 
holiness must surpass the scribes and Pharisees, behind that rebuke is Christ’s full-scale support of the 
Law and the authority of the scribes and Pharisees to the teach the Law. The question is, what went 
wrong? 
 If God, Himself, gave authority to the scribes and Pharisees to ‘husband,’ that is, tend, His 
vineyard, how is it that everything went so tragically wrong? This is where the Gospel comes in… and let 
us keep in mind, that, in spite of the some of the distressing facts at hand, the word Gospel retains Its 
original meaning, that is, Good News.  
 As we said above, the Lord God gave His vineyard, Israel, everything necessary to flourish. And, 
we can join with the great Scripture scholar, Fr. Breen, when he points out:  
 

This parable is specifically directed against Israel. It is a resumé of Israel’s conduct towards Almighty God, 
even to the killing of the Messiah. The parable condenses Israel’s history from her foundation until her final 
overthrow by the Romans.  (3) 

 



In the book of the Acts of the Apostles, when one of our first martyrs, St. Stephen, is meeting his death, 
he will basically make the same point that Fr. Breen is making, pointing out the hard-heartedness of his 
condemning adversaries: “You stiff-necked people… You are always opposing the Holy Spirit just as your 
fathers did before you. Was there any prophet whom your fathers did not persecute?” (Acts 7. 51-52) 
 Let me hasten to point out that in these very strong words I have written, I do not want to give the 
impression of condemning our Jewish brothers of old, or now. Just as there was corruption in the clerical 
circles of Judaism of that day, so, tragically, there is corruption in clerical circles of our own Church 
today. An old Latin phrase runs: Corruptio optimi pessima: that is, the corruption of the best thing, is the 
worst possible thing. And that is why I asked the question a few paragraphs above, what went wrong? 
 How is it, that Jesus could take an old story from the Prophet Isaiah, a story that everyone, the 
laity and the clergy (if we can borrow those phrases) knew by heart – how is it that no one could see the 
conclusion that was coming so swiftly upon them, namely, His death? 
 I should like to offer two small ideas. The first idea is taken from simple human relations. A dear 
friend of mine who works with couple counseling once pointed out to me that the foundation of all abuse 
problems, verbal, physical, etc., is posited on two ideas: permanence and possession. In short, if I am in a 
relationship with anyone, and that relationship can be one of marriage or simple friendship, my 
relationship will get into trouble – big trouble – the minute I start thinking that 1) my friend is here 
forever (permanence) and 2) I own you, or, in a more subtle way, you owe me (possession) – the minute 
these ideas, permanence and possession, enter into human relationships, that is when tenderness, 
respect, and any form of divine filiation goes out the window. Think for just a minute about God’s rules 
regarding love that we have learned from St. Paul:  
 

Love is patient; love is kind. Love is not jealous; it does not put on airs; it is not snobbish. Love is 
never rude, it is not self-seeking, it is not prone to anger; neither does it brood over injuries. Love does not rejoice 
in what is wrong, but rejoices in the truth. There is no limit to forbearance, to its trust, its hope, its power to 
endure. Love never fails… There are in the end three hat last: faith, hope and love, and the greatest of these is 
love. (1 Corinthians 13. 4-8, 13) 

 
If I have heard these words at one Wedding Mass, I have heard them at a thousand of them. Here is God’s 
roadmap to love, His instruction manual, pure and simple. This is also a roadmap to service and 
humility, which is the key to love. May I also point out, nowhere in St. Paul’s words do I find that I have 
any possession over the one I love, nor does the good God give me any guarantee of permanence – I have 
today – that ‘s it! 
 The danger of permanence and possession also lurks in clerical life. As a priest I can begin to 
think that the Church owes me a living, or that, Heaven forbid, I need this or that little luxury, (even 
though the luxury may be legitimate or sinful) because I work so hard, and because of so many demands 
placed upon me all of the time. Note the refrain: ‘all the time,’ (permanence) and ‘you owe me,’ 
(possession). When these words and phrases have taken root in the vineyard of one’s vocation, dry rot has 
truly set in.  
 I have a second thought about what went wrong in the vineyard of the Lord. And this thought 
deals not only with the scribes and Pharisees of yesteryear, but with the clergy of today. In the simplest 
language, what the scribes and Pharisees of Jesus’ time, what the clergy of our own time have so often 
forgotten, is that we are called to be ‘husbandmen,’ that is, we clergy have been given a ministry of 
authority, to the vineyard, to all the members of the vineyard, for all of the fruits in the vineyard… and all 
of these are gifts to be nurtured and treasured. To do this requires an attitude of humility. Pure and 
simple. The vineyard is not my own. The members, the flock, the fruits of the vineyard, are not my own. 
The only thing that is my own, is the responsibility to care for the vineyard to the best of my ability, given 
the gifts that God has given me: and, again, this requires… humility! 
 The Lord gives me no guarantee as to how long I have to work the vineyard: He may call me 
twenty years from now or in twenty minutes. (no permanence!) And the flock which He so lavishly gives me 
is His flock, not mine: they are His possession, not mine. (no possession, only gift!) To love my flock, to 
learn to bend to the will of God in loving humility will most likely mean that I shall have to learn to bend 
in many ways I never thought possible.  
 And, the Church is not mine: neither Her laws nor Her liturgy. Since the Church is my Bride, in 
the words of St. Paul: “Husbands, love your wives, as Christ loved the Church, pouring Himself out for Her 
to make Her holy, purifying Her in the bath of water by the power of the Word.” (Ephesians 5. 25-26) 
 When Jesus spoke this parable the first time, everyone thought he knew the story: each one 
could practically recite the lines word by word. Except, by the end of the week, when the conclusion of 
Jesus’ parable was taking place in front of their very eyes, they had forgotten the parable, the lesson was 
lost, at least for the time being. We all know stories like this, just as I mentioned at the beginning of this 
piece, stories from childhood that we knew word by word, and stories we have learned later on in our 



lives. The question is, have we learned the lessons of those stories? Like the Jewish people of old, I need 
to learn this parable that Jesus gives us today well, since in a very real sense, I am each person in the 
parable: the loving Father or landowner, the wicked tenants and the Son Who is the heir, doomed to 
death. Yet, we know that the Son, crucified for us and for our salvation, will be raised up: He is “the Stone 
that the builders rejected which has become the cornerstone!” (St. Matthew 21. 42) 
 Humility, the ability to remember that “we are but dust,” and, that everything given to us is gift, is 
the result of a life-long commitment to prayer. Many years ago, a very great priest who became, at a 
young age, a very great cardinal of the Church, penned a prayer that, for many years, has been forgotten. 
In the last few years, his prayer has been rediscovered. The man had a rather fabulous name, since he 
came from a mixture of British and Spanish stock: Raphael Cardinal Merry del Val. I leave you with his 
Litany of Humility: 
 
O Jesus, meek and humble of Heart, Hear me. From the desire of being esteemed, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the desire of being loved, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the desire of being extolled, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the desire of being honoured, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the desire of being praised, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the desire of being preferred to others, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the desire of being consulted, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the desire of being approved, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the fear of being humiliated, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the fear of being despised, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the fear of suffering rebukes, Deliver me, Jesus 
From the fear of being calumniated, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the fear of being forgotten, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the fear of being ridiculed, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the fear of being wronged, Deliver me, Jesus. 
From the fear of being suspected, Deliver me, Jesus. 
That others may be loved more than I, Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 
That others may be esteemed more than I, Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 
That in the opinion of the world, others may increase, and I may decrease, Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 
That others may be chosen and I set aside, Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 
That others may be praised and I unnoticed, Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 
That others may be preferred to me in everything, Jesus, grant me the grace to desire it. 
That others may become holier than I, provided  that I become as holy as I should, Jesus, grant me the grace to desire 
it.”  (4) 
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