
 Shortly after he entered the conclave from which he’d emerge as Pope Francis, then-

Cardinal Jorge Bergoglio addressed his fellow Cardinals.  Here’s part of what he had to say: 

The evils that, in the passing of time, afflict [Church] institutions have a root in 
self-referentiality, in a sort of theological narcissism.  In Revelation, Jesus says 
that he is standing at the threshold and calling.  Evidently the text refers to the 
fact that he stands outside the door and knocks to enter … But at times I think 
that Jesus may be knocking from the inside, that we may let him out.  The self-
referential Church presumes to keep Jesus Christ within itself and not let him 
out. 
 

 A priest working with Catholic Relief once told me, “If you keep your eyes and ears 

open, you’ll see the stories of the Gospel playing out right in front of you.”  He was right.  An 

example of this is that ofttimes, as then-Cardinal Bergoglio pointed out, we, the Church, are 

tempted to follow the example of the landlord in today’s Gospel. 

 Matthew’s language doesn’t jump out at us; it seems innocent enough.  The landlord in 

Jesus’ parable, however, isn’t simply engaging in a bucolic agricultural endeavor.  He’s doing 

more than that.  In Matthew’s telling of the parable, the landlord “put a hedge around” his 

vineyard.1  This was hardly done for decorative purposes.  The Greek word Matthew uses that 

we heard translated as “hedge” means “a fence [or] wall … a structure for enclosing an open 

area,” something that might be done with stone, wood, or an earthen rampart.2  Protecting 

one’s fields was a common practice in the ancient world.  So, in fact, the landlord was trying to 

keep his produce in and intruders out.  He constructed a barrier to hold on to what he had and 

keep others away from it.  It’s no coincidence, then, that in his letter to the church in Ephesus3, 

Paul uses the same word in reference to Mosaic Law and the barrier it imposes between Jews 

and Gentiles,4 since in Paul’s view Mosaic Law represented an unnecessary barrier that some 

 
1 Mt 21:33 (NAB) 
2 φραγμός.  See Johannes P. Louw and Eugene Albert Nida, Greek-English Lexicon of the New Testament Based on Semantic 
Domains (New York: United Bible Societies, 1996), 34.39. 
3 Eph 2:14 (NAB) 
4 Louw and Nida, loc. cit.  
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early disciples wanted to impose for the purpose of keeping non-Jewish converts out of the 

Church. 

 In speaking to the College of Cardinals, Francis was calling attention to the fact that the 

Church today sometimes imposes barriers to keep its gifts in and those we presume to be 

outsiders or intruders out (not to mention those we deem unworthy for this reason or that), and 

the practice doesn’t work any better for us than it did for the landowner in Jesus’ parable.  In 

Sunday’s Gospel, Jesus will let us know what He thinks of this practice.  Spoiler alert: not 

much. 

 Nonetheless, we’re tempted sometimes to keep Jesus confined within our ecclesial 

barriers by, in effect, trying to keep Him for ourselves.  On another occasion, Francis put it this 

way: 

If the Christian is a restorationist, a legalist, if he wants everything clear and safe, then 
he will find nothing.  Tradition and memory of the past must help us to have the courage 
to open up new areas to God.  Those who today always look for disciplinarian solutions, 
those who long for an exaggerated doctrinal ‘security, ’those who stubbornly try to 
recover a past that no longer exists – they have a static and inward-directed view of 
things.  In this way, faith becomes an ideology among other ideologies.5 

 
“Open[ing] up new areas to God” is just what our self-imposed barriers end up preventing us 

from doing, putting us in the position of the tenants who rejected the entreaties of the servants 

the landlord sent to procure his produce.  Wanting things to be clear and safe, we end up 

confused and imperiled, because the fruits of the vineyard that our baptismal calling enjoins us 

to share with others — the ongoing practice of Christ’s ministry of love and mercy, forgiveness 

and reconciliation — aren’t to be hoarded simply among other Catholics or other Christians — 

and then only those with whom we agree.   

 
5 Anthony Spadaro, S.J., “A Big Heart Open to God: An Interview with Pope Francis,” 9/30/13, America, americamagazine.org, 
https://www.americamagazine.org/faith/2013/09/30/big-heart-open-god-interview-pope-francis. 
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 Instead, Jesus couldn’t be any clearer.  Just before His Ascension, He gave His 

Apostles, He gave us, too, since we’re also sent in His name, His Great Commission.  “Go … 

and make disciples of all nations,”6 He commands us, and here the word translated as 

“nations” refers to “peoples” and “tribes”7 and not to political nation-states like the U.S. or 

Canada.  We may see Americans or Canadians, but God sees daughters and sons, and it’s to 

the common daughter- and sonship of all peoples that we’re to extend the Good News of 

Jesus Christ.  We’re not to build “hedges,” barriers or walls; we’re to remove them with the 

love of Christ.  “You can, you must try to seek God in every human life,” as Pope Francis 

observes.  “Although the life of a person is a land full of thorns and weeds, there is always a 

space in which the good seed can grow.  You have to trust God.”8 

 Sometimes, though, our fear and mistrust of the “thorns and weeds” borne by outsiders 

and those we define at least implicitly as lesser souls overcomes our trust in God, another 

reason why the impulse to build barriers, ecclesial and otherwise, is hardly confined to the 

landowner in today’s Gospel.  Good seeds don’t thrive if watered with distrust and animosity.   

 When we retreat behind our ecclesial walls refusing to have anything to do with a 

culture or with individuals it pleases us to suppose irredeemable, in the end we only succeed in 

preventing Jesus from leaving the confines of the Church to touch and to heal the very culture 

and the very souls we find so objectionable and, secondly, in keeping the Holy Spirit at a 

convenient distance so that we never have to question or challenge our presumptions.  This is 

passing strange given that the teaching of the Second Vatican Council, which as a Counciliar 

teaching is the highest expression of the Magisterium (or teaching authority) of the Church, is 

that: 

The tradition that comes from the apostles makes progress in the church, with 
the help of the holy Spirit.  There is growth in insight into the realities and words 

 
6 Mt 28:29 (NAB) 
7 ἔθνος. Louw and Nida, 11.55 
8 Spadaro, op. cit. 
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that are being passed on.  This comes about through the contemplation and 
study of believers who ponder these things in their hearts.9 

 
 The Gospel doesn’t thrive in isolation, nor is it a mere artifact simply to be kept on 

display.  Perhaps a Franciscan Friar, Richard Rohr, said it best: 

In the Gospels, Jesus sends his first disciples on the road to preach to “all the 
nations” … I’m convinced he was training them to risk their own security 
systems and yet, paradoxically, to be gatekeepers for them.  He told them to 
leave their home base and connect with other worlds.10 

 
9 Dei Verbum, 8.  Austin Flannery, O.P., ed., The Basic Sixteen Documents Vatican Council II: Constitutions, Decrees, Declarations 
(Northport, N.Y.: Costello Publishing Company, 1996), 102. 
10 Richard Rohr, OFM, “Margins Create Liminal Space,” 9/27/20, Center for Action and Contemplation, cac.org, 
https://cac.org/daily-meditations/margins-create-liminal-space-2020-09-27/] 


