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Introduction

Just before chapter 13 that we read today – the end of chapter 12 – Jesus tells a parable which reminds us that we must always pay our debt less we get sent to prison.  It’s a story of judgment.  But then we hear chapter 13 which deals with the need to repent or to perish.

There are two distinct parts of today’s reading.  The first section deals with the question of whether sinful people are punished more than others or it asks the question we hear asked even today:  when tragedy strikes and people are killed, did they somehow deserve it?  And the second section assumes that God calls us to repent and shares a story of grace.

Sermon:  Tilling the Soil

We struggle, even today, to make sense of disasters – natural disasters as well as disasters that seem to come from things that humans do.  In Jesus’ time, there was a tower that was built at a place called Siloam.  And the tower fell down and killed 18 people.  And the people asked Jesus, did they die because they were worse sinners? Jesus spoke an emphatic no.  He didn’t explain why bad things happen to good people, which would have been a wonderful conversation,  but he was clear that it is not right to accuse those who suffer tragedy that it is their fault or due to their sinfulness.

Perhaps the Rev. Pat Robertson should read this particular passage of scripture once again.  On Jan 13, 2010, just days after the devastating earthquake in Haiti, the Televangelist Pat Robertson on his 700 Club TV show said that earthquake-ravaged Haiti has been "cursed" by a "pact to the devil” (in the 1700’s) which accounts for the devastating list of difficulties the Haitian people have suffered ever since.  We, who also call ourselves Christian, must reject statements like those of Pat Robertson.  He doesn’t speak for me.  To say that the people of Haiti somehow deserve the devastation from this earthquake is unconscionable.  Jesus says an emphatic “No” to that.   To say that mothers and fathers and young people and old people deserve this devastation because of their sin or the sin of their ancestors is to try to use religion to scare people into faith.  

And how would you even try to legitimize the death of the Archbishop of Port-Au-Prince as somehow tied to voodoo worship in Haiti 200 years ago?  How would you account for the deaths of our own United Methodist missionaries in Haiti?  How would you account for the deaths of innocent children?  Pat Robertson does not speak for us and we cannot let his comments define the Christian response to Haiti.  And thank goodness, it hasn’t. For the true Christian response to Haiti has been one of love and grace, reaching out in prayer, in generous financial donations for immediate relief and a continuing commitment to the people of Haiti.  

So the scripture gives us a response to Pat Robertson, even while the scripture continues to challenge us about the issue the scripture addresses:  repent or perish.  For Jesus goes on to say in answer to whether people perish in tragedies due to their sin:  “No, I tell you,” but then he adds, “but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”

It is only now in verse 5, after rejecting the notion that only the especially sinful on this earth suffer, that Jesus introduces the topic that should be the focus of these tragic incidents. "Unless you repent," Jesus asserts, "you will all perish just as they did."   As one writer says:  “Trying to outguess God's divine time lines of life and death for each of us is not a human capability. But men and women are capable of making sure they stand before God repentant and trusting in divine love and mercy. Whether we live well into old age and die quietly in our beds, or our lives end suddenly and violently, it is our relationship before God at that moment of death that determines whether we truly "perish" or not.”  (Bob Kaylor, homiletics online, Park City UMC).

So to be fair, the issue of repentance and judgment is still before us.  There is a word of warning here.  It says that our relationship with God is important.  That there will be an occasion in which we offer ourselves to God.  Though we don’t know the time or place, we should live into the knowledge that we will someday meet God face to face.

Now I know that when we use this language it may lead us into the images of heaven and hell.  And those images, lifted up in scripture have a place in the Christian history and tradition.  But I guess I prefer to think of it less as a place and more of a relationship.  For if sin is separation from God, and that is one of the definitions that works for my life, is sin is separation from God, then judgment for a sinful life, an unrepentant life, may well be that continuing separation from God.  And to face an eternal life without a relationship with the very God that made me and has blessed me - that would be a hell. 

But before we can even focus much thought on this line of Jesus that “unless you repent, you will all perish” we are moved on to the next story, the next parable that Jesus offers.  We don’t even catch our breath from the line about repent or perish before Jesus offers us the image of the fig tree. 

Now Matthew and Mark share a story of a fig tree – Jesus’ cursing of a barren fig tree – but only Luke tells the story this way – it’s a gentler, kinder version from Luke that omits the cursing of the tree and offers this story as a word of hope. 

Now I admit don’t know that much about fig trees.  I don’t even like Fig Newtons.  But I like this story.  This parable begins with the owner of the vineyard visiting his fields to survey their fruitfulness. In Palestine, it was not uncommon for vineyards to also include a variety of fruit-bearing trees. It is clear that the landowner specifically wants to check on the fruitfulness of his fig tree. 

And fig trees are known for their easy ability to bear fruit.  They do it well and fairly easily.  They don’t need much attention – not even fertilizer.  The landowner examines his fig tree.  He observes, even after three years, no fruit; then he expresses his disappointment; and finally he proposes his solution to the gardener, his employee. The landowner argues that he has given this recalcitrant fig tree three years to produce fruit, and it has failed. 

The significance of this three-year hiatus is probably based on the mandate given in Leviticus 19:23, which forbids gathering fruit from newly-planted trees for the first three years. Having given this fig tree its bare minimum allotment in which to prove its worth, the landowner decides enough is enough. "Cut it down," he orders, and then further justifies the logic and rightness of his decision by rhetorically posing to the gardener, "Why should it be wasting the soil" (v.7)?

Now the gardener, employed by the landowner, could have just accepted the landowner’s solution.  But he didn’t.  He was respectful, “Sir,” he says, as he offers another solution.  As one writer says: “The gardener is definitely on the side of the fig tree.”   The gardener’s solution is to offer the fig tree another year to bear fruit and then evaluate.  He, the gardener, will till the soil and give it manure.  He will tend the tree another year.  The gardener offers both the grace of more time and the goodness of a richer environment.  The gardener is willing to till the soil. 

So there is a grace period.  Another opportunity to bear fruit. The parable, coming so soon after the words about repent or perish is the word of grace offered by God.  For we know that the God is the gardener in the story.  God wants to always be the grace giver, giving us more time.  And we know that the specific year’s time is but the vehicle for the story.  God’s time is ever more patient than that.  We need only look at the story that we are to turn the other cheek and offer forgiveness 7 times 70 to know the extravagant forbearance and forgiveness of God.

Will there be a final reckoning?  That answer is surely yes.  But I believe it will be a reckoning of a relationship.  That the deeper we are in relationship with God now, the deeper that relationship will thrive in eternity.  And God looks not just to what we say, but what we do in our faith.  Does our faith bear fruit?

The most amazing part of the story of the fig tree is that gardener takes responsibility for nurturing the tree another year.  The gardener offers to put fertilizer around the tree.   Isn’t that something? The gardener (just as in the story of the Siloam tower that fell) doesn’t blame the tree.  The gardener takes responsibility to nourish and care and tend the tree.  So God will care for us.  God will nurture us.  God will be ever so patient until we bear fruit.   God will be about the tilling of our soil.  

Now the parable ends without the reader's knowing if the additional year of growth and the enriched soil succeed in bringing fruit to the fig tree's branches that next year.   And that’s a good ending – a non – ending.  Because that allows us to finish the ending.  And to look at ourselves this Lenten season and ask:  Does our faith bear fruit?   We who claim to follow Christ, does our life blossom with peace, justice, hope, caring, humility?  How can we partner with God so that God can nurture us for another year?  

Are we willing to use what John Wesley would call the means of grace – reading and studying scripture, worship, fasting, Lord’s Supper, holy conferencing, acts of mercy.  

Phyllis McGinley talks about saints but speaks of them in ways I can relate.  For she says:  “The wonderful thing about saints is that they were human. They lost their tempers, got hungry, scolded God, were egotistical, or testy or impatient in their turns, made mistakes and regretted them. Still, they went on doggedly blundering toward heaven.”   
That’s what we’re called to do.  To put one foot before the other and seek to blunder toward heaven.  But don’t have to be perfect.  We just need to open ourselves to do our best to be fruitful.   We just have to keep trying to move forward, to doggedly blunder towards heaven.  And God will nurture us.  Till the soil.  Water us.  Care for us.  Pray for us.  And God will celebrate every single piece of fruit!   
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