      John Eason – St. Barnabas Sermon, March 21, 2010 - Lent V
Text: Luke 20:9-19

                                            “The Cornerstone”

My dad spent his career in the construction business … about 40 years.  And I’m sure he appreciated and could understand and identify with some of the images used in Scripture – such as a plumb line, the idea of counting the cost before building a building, building one’s house on a firm foundation … and the image of a cornerstone.
The “cornerstone” was the first stone set in the construction of a foundation – critical in importance since all of the other stones would be set in reference to this particular stone – thus determining the position, the erectness, and the integrity of the entire structure.
Our lesson begins today with Jesus telling the parable of the Wicked Tenants.  The man in this story had planted a vineyard, and leased it out to tenants, a common practice in the first century near east.  This “trusting soul” then left these tenants to themselves, and went away to another country for a long time.

Now, the normal way of “doing business” here was that the owner of the vineyard would send for his share of the produce, at harvest time, as payment for allowing the tenants to use his vineyard.  
When Terry & I went to Greece several years ago, we stayed with the parents of some friends of ours who had a house  - a villa – in the Pelopones, overlooking the Gulf of Corinth.  Between their home & the Gulf was an olive grove.   The olive grove was owned by our friend’s parents, but was tended by someone else.  And every year, this “tenant” would give the owners so many gallons of olive oil, which would last them for the year for all their cooking.  
However, these “tenants” of whom Jesus spoke were not nearly as honorable & trustworthy as the ones who tended our friend’s parent’s olive grove!  They abused & threw out those sent by the vineyard owner to collect his share of the fruit.  And then, the owner thinking they just might respect his son – sent him, and they killed him!  They killed the “heir,” somehow thinking that the inheritance of this property would be theirs!  But as we read, that was not the case – was it?!

“The stone that the builders rejected has become the cornerstone!”  And we know now just what a cornerstone is – don’t we?!  The one on which the entire building depends for its structural integrity.

Having been created in the image of God, we have, as human beings, ever since been trying to return the favor! … By creating a god in our own image!!  Oh, we make Him big, & vague, and quite often – we make Him willing to tolerate and overlook our own disobedience, but we make Him rigid in holding others accountable for theirs!!
And then along comes Jesus – who’s not vague at all!  And who holds us all to the same standards of obedience & accountability!!

As Christians – as those who’ve made a decision to follow Jesus Christ as Savior, and as Lord – when we look at this Jew from first century Nazareth, we see as much of God as we possibly can!  As Jesus said to Philip, in the 14th chapter of John’s Gospel – “Whoever has seen me has seen the Father.”

As believers, our life is in him.  “In him we live, and move, and have our being.” (Acts 17:28) So the Church, our faith, and our relationship with God all rest upon this foundation – this “cornerstone.”
In a TV interview with Peter Jennings several years ago, N.T. Wright, Anglican theologian, & noted author & defender of the Christian faith – when asked about the truth of the resurrection of Jesus from the dead – pointed, as evidence, to us – the Church.  He said, “If you don’t believe that God vindicated Jesus, his life, & his teachings, by raising him from the dead – then how do you explain the Church?!”

“Lots of great teachers have left us with some great books, and admirers – but who else left us with anything like the Church?  We believe in a resurrected Christ,” said Bishop Wright, “because we keep on meeting him – in word & worship on Sunday, and in those dark nights when we cry out for help – and he is there!” 

The Rev. Dr. William Willimon, Methodist minister, and dean & professor of Christian Ministry at Duke University, put it well when he said, “Without the presence of the Living Christ, well, what’s the point?  Without Jesus, and his constant demands upon us, walls topple, arches collapse, and this whole temple degenerates into an archaic mumbo-jumbo.  Without him, we might as well subdivide our churches into malls or gothic boutiques.

As we enter the final phase of our Lenten journey, I believe an appropriate question for us, corporately, as a body, would be – “Is Jesus Christ the cornerstone of our Church?”  And then, individually, “Is Jesus Christ the cornerstone of my life – of who I am?”

Are you and I willing to be faithful tenants in God’s vineyard, returning to Him a portion of the produce, in due season?  Are we willing to receive his servants, with honor and respect?  And are we willing to receive His one and only Son, and lift him up as Lord, in and through our lives, as we honor, worship, serve, and witness for him?
The mainline Church, over the years, has shown evidence – at many times, and in many places – of moving away from Christ as the cornerstone.  Jesus, as one choice among many, is not the concept of “cornerstone” that will keep the structure solid and intact.  And in only choosing to follow him and his Word in ways and at times that are convenient and comfortable doesn’t make him the “sure foundation,” either.

We can rejoice in the fact that the Anglican Church in North America, a part of the Body of Christ we’ve all waited to become a reality – is a Christ-centered, biblical place where we can live out our calling, witness, mission, and ministry with confidence, & with integrity, and in such a way that will give God honor & glory.
However, right belief – good, solid, biblical theology – is not where it all ends … it’s where it all begins!  There’s a danger in slipping into the mindset that we have arrived!  I don’t believe it’s too much of a stretch to say this could even be a tool of the Enemy!!  Because, you see, if we become too comfortable and satisfied with how far we’ve come, and where we are now – he won’t have to worry about us taking seriously Jesus’ call to grow as disciples, and to be witnesses for him – both here, where we live – and to the ends of the earth!  

He won’t have to be concerned about us working in partnership with God to advance the Kingdom, if you and I see “evangelism” as merely welcoming those who have chosen to leave our former denomination, or those who, of their own volition, come through the doors of the Church on Sunday mornings.

If Jesus Christ is to be the cornerstone of who we are, here at St. Barnabas,

we need to be about the business of spending our time, our energy, and our resources - doing those things that advance the Kingdom.  Asking questions, such as, does this help us grow as disciples – does this draw folks into our fellowship – does this help folks to understand what it means to know Christ, and does it invite them into a relationship with him.  And does this lend itself to our partnering with God in reaching out and responding to the needs around us … including the needs locally, & in the world – for those who don’t yet know Christ? 

If Jesus Christ is to be the cornerstone of who you and I are – each of us must become serious about growing as disciples – through Bible study, growing in our prayer lives, worship, and responding to God’s call to step out and serve – in witness, and ministry.  If Jesus Christ is to be our cornerstone, he must be the foundation of our marriages, our careers, our finances … and every other part of our lives!  If Jesus Christ is to be the cornerstone of our lives, it’s gonna involve more than just “sitting on the premises” … it has to involve “standing on the promises!”  Amen?!

I’ll close this morning with a few more words of William Willimon.  Actually, a combination of his words and mine.  “Jesus Christ, the cornerstone, is the very point – the very reason for it all.  As the old hymn reminds us, he is the Church’s one foundation!  
We’re drawn to him because he keeps coming to us, he keeps giving himself to us – in order that we might more freely give ourselves to him, and to the way he leads us – the way that leads to life – real, true, abundant, and everlasting life!” 
Let’s pray.  Heavenly Father, thank you that you sent your one and only Son, Jesus Christ, to be for the Church, and for us, the cornerstone.  Thank you that’s it’s through him that all things are joined together, and all things are able to stand.  Help us to submit to your Holy Spirit’s leading, molding, shaping, and transformation – in such ways that Jesus becomes the cornerstone of our Church, and the cornerstone in each of our lives.  All this we ask in his name, and for your honor and glory.  Amen.

