4 October
Brian Lynn is a good friend of mine who owns Majella Wines in the Coonawarra district of South Australia. The winery is just up the road from Penola where Mary MacKillop started her first school in1866. By coincidence, one of Brian’s ancestors was taught by Mary MacKillop in that school. When I stayed with Brian on his property, I got up early one cool crisp morning and walked among the vines; it was almost like a scene from a movie so beautiful and picturesque. Growing vines and making wine is very patient work. A good season and harvest brings joy and profit; a bad season comes because of drought, floods or bushfires and all is ruined. A serious fungal disease can likewise ruin a harvest and destroy years of work and effort. 
I mention this because today’s first reading and Gospel both discuss vineyards and harvests. In today’s first reading, the prophet Isaiah was expecting to yield a wonderful harvest but all he got was sour grapes. Not much fun there let alone any profit. But the reading is a metaphor for God’s chosen people who have turned their backs on the covenant and the truth, integrity and justice demanded by God. All is in ruin. No rejoicing over a great vintage; the grapes are sour and now simply rot away. There is no song of praise in this vineyard. In today’s Gospel, tenants are meant to bring forward a healthy harvest of joy and yet the vineyard has become the scene of violence and lawlessness. The owner sends his son to help work out the mess and the tenants seize him and do away with him. Of course, this story is a metaphor for Jesus himself, the messenger who is seized and done away with. The kingdom goes not to these violent tenants but to the ones who bring forth new fruit. These are not cheerful and happy readings. 
I did look at today’s second reading listening to Paul’s injunction not to worry and for whatever is needed to turn to God with prayer and thanksgiving and to receive the peace of God. Paul is at his poetic best calling his listeners (and us) to fill our minds with what is true, everything that is noble, everything good and pure, everything that we love and honour. For Paul, the message is, ‘do not worry and pray consistently’. 
Last Saturday, as I was finishing my retreat with the Carmelites in Sydney I made a pilgrimage to Mary MacKillop’s chapel in Nth Sydney where she is buried. It was some time since I had been there and I was struck by the fact that the parish priest of Fitzroy was visiting the tomb of Australia’s first saint who was born in Fitzroy on the day that Brisbane Lions (old Fitzroy!) were playing in their third grand final. The board of the Brisbane Lions football club need to be told about the power of prayer! 
Saturday morning seemed a little quiet in Nth Sydney and then the pilgrims arrived. Some were visitors or tourists from overseas; others were local. One man was part of a family group and as he prayed by the tomb he started crying clearly distressed about something in his life or a member of his family. He then went and sat at the little table with the intentions book writing down whatever was worrying him. I had earlier sat in the same spot and listed one intention; ‘for the intentions of All Saints Parish, Fitzroy’. And then that steady stream of people kept coming into the chapel kneeling, praying, reflecting, moved by faith, seeking consolation, seeking hope and healing. Here they were bringing their worries and praying and seeking the peace of God. 
But they were coming to the tomb of this remarkable woman of faith who gives people hope, who knew dark and challenging moments in her own life, who held on to the gift of faith, who trusted in God’s providence, who saw the face of Christ in others and who never gave up. People are drawn to many saints but in particular, to Mary MacKillop’s holiness of life, for her strength in times of struggle, for her intercession and inspiration, and for a generosity of spirit in the face of adversity. Mary MacKillop was a faithful tenant in the vineyard of the Lord. She produced a rich and bountiful harvest of faith. 
As we gather to celebrate the Eucharist, we pray for the grace to be good tenants of the kingdom and of the Good News. We pray for the grace to be people of justice, to care for the gift of faith that has been entrusted to us, to awaken in others something of the hope and joy of the Gospel that transforms us and shapes us as disciples of Jesus. We are called to cultivate a flourishing vineyard of joy because our readings speak of vineyards that did not bring joy but pain, sorrow and despair. There is sufficient pain, sorrow and despair in our world to last a lifetime. Throw in the cost of living challenges, people’s anger that our political leaders could be doing better, and you have even more challenges and despair. But that is not our call; our call is to witness to the transforming power of the Gospel, the joy of God’s kingdom and the hope that saints like Mary MacKillop strengthen within us. As we take up the gifts of bread and wine, let us proclaim our joy and faith in the gift of God’s transforming love for our broken and fragile world. 
