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Isaiah 5:1-7 

 

With the fires raging in Sonoma and Napa counties, I’ve been thinking quite a lot about 

vineyards this week. 

 

When I lived in Northern California, my family went camping at Sugarloaf State Park in 

Sonoma County every year. We played in the streams, caught lizards and saw the stars 

at a small observatory. We also saw the sloping, carefully cultivated vineyards that 

went on for miles. Sometimes we caught them in full harvest when they were swollen 

with grapes. Rows often ended in rose bushes. In the Fall, they were stark with dark 

chestnut-colored vines.  

 

Today’s text in Isaiah is often called the “Song of the Vineyard. It begins with a 

prophetic voice singing a love-song on behalf of his “beloved”. This beloved turns out 

to be a vineyard owner who has spared no labor or expense to cultivate his vineyard, 

He (or she!) has dug its’ rows, nurtured it and watered it. Despite these efforts, the 

vineyard has grown wild. Its grapes are rancid, inedible -- wild. 

The love song turns quickly into the song of a jilted lover. The vintner argues that he’s 

sick and tired of his vineyard and is now going to raze it to nothing.  Then “the reveal” 

arrives. God is the vineyard owner. And the vineyard are the kingdoms of Israel and 

Judah. God had tended, cultivated and pruned for a bountiful harvest – a society 

abundant in justice. And all God got were the wild grapes of oppression and violence. 

We see divine heartbreak and rage.  

One piece of translation can help us understand the depth of feeling here. Mishpat, the 

Hebrew word for “justice” carries much more robust meaning than its English 

counterpart.  Mishpat resonates with a vast array of social justice and especially justice 

given to vulnerable people who are easily exploited. 
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 Elsewhere in Isaiah 1–39, mishpat is associated with widows, orphans, the refugee and 

the poor. Isaiah rails against the corruption of the legal system (Isaiah 1:23; 10:1) and the 

unbridled acquisition of wealth and land by a select few (Isaiah 3:14; 5:8).  

Isaiah even speaks of a silversmith (Isaiah 1:22-25), a beekeeper (Isaiah 7:18-19), or a 

potter (Isaiah 29:15-16). These blue-collar metaphors suggest God’s solidarity with 

workers.   

I wonder, what injustice would trigger such deep-seated divine anger today? What 

social concern would turn the compassionate vintner into the jilted lover in 2020? 

 

I think the answer comes from the steady chorus we heard this Spring. “Say their 

Names”. Trayvon Martin, Eric Garner, Philando Castile, Breonna Taylor, Ahmaud 

Arbery. Then too, there’s the events of Charlottesville, the Emmanuel Church, massacre, 

Philander Castel, Eric Garner, Breonna Taylor. Add the statistics: African Americans 

account for a third of all coronavirus cases and deaths. Race, irrespective of education 

or income, lowers the health and job possibilities for African Americans. 

 

I believe that God sees all this and is absolutely furious. 

 

I remember living outside Washington D.C. when I was 9 years old. We were not 

allowed to go into the city for field trips due to the March on Washington. Sadly, I was 

not told why people were marching. In seminary I took a course called “Unlearning 

Racism.” I’ve worked as a diversity trainer.  But this year I’ve been reawakened by a 

new generation in the Black Lives Moment. I am grateful.  

 

It has brought new attention to the concept of “structural racism.” This is the notion 

that racism is not a burden that you or I carry alone. The poison is woven into all our 

institutions and ideologies. 

 

It has a spiritual dimension. In 1964 the theologian William Stringfellow gave a short 

speech at the first National Conference on Religion and Race in Chicago that shocked 

the faithful at the time. He said there was a monstrous American heresy in the Church. 

It lies in thinking that the story of history takes place only between God and humanity. 

The truth however -- understood biblically, theologically and empirically--is much 

different. There’s God and humanity and “the principalities and powers”. Racism is one 

of the “principalities and the powers” which, a spiritual force, warps and shapes the 

history of God and human beings.  

 

https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/apr/08/its-a-racial-justice-issue-black-americans-are-dying-in-greater-numbers-from-covid-19
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Walter Wink (a theologian inspired by Stringfellow) has concluded that “every Power 

tends to have a visible pole, an outer form—be it a church, a nation, or an economy—

and an invisible pole, an inner spirit or driving force that animates, legitimates, and 

regulates its physical manifestation in the world.”  

 

As we face a momentous election, may we tend God’s vineyard. May we seek justice. 

May we resist the principalities and powers that grow wild grapes.  

 

Let us come to this table, side by side with sisters and brothers around the world who 

are red and yellow black and white, precious in God’s sight – and may this meal open 

our eyes. As we remember the suffering love of Jesus our Savior, may we strengthen 

our trust in God’s hope and dream for the human family: 

Come to the table—to which all are invited, where all belong, where we meet that 

divine impatience that will not be satisfied until all the barriers and boundaries are 

gone and all are in and the house of God is full. 


