ONE MORE YEAR

Luke 13:6-9

SPREADING MANURE

They have been members of the church for years but have not been very active. Lots of other Sunday activities with the children, you know. Now they’re starting to attend again. What should I do? Well, according to Jesus, I need to dig around their roots a little and put some manure on them. It’s what Jesus calls me to do.


The ministry team in the church meets regularly with perfect attendance. The minutes prove that they have met and talked. They have maintained the status quo and have continued to do what they have always done. They ask me what I can do to help them. I start digging around their feet a little and pull out my bag of manure. It’s what Jesus calls me to do. 


What an interesting way to treat those who have not been very fruitful in their Christian journeys—Dig around them some and scatter some manure. Are you uneasy that already I have used the word “manure” three times? Well, Jesus started it.  It’s right here in Luke 13:8, and, as a matter of fact, it’s what Greek scholars call a “hapax logomena.” That fancy word means that this particular word appears only here in the entire Greek New Testament. 


I hope it is okay with you that I use the word “manure.” Margaret Truman used to tell the story of the time she was embarrassed by her father, President Harry Truman. How many here remember Harry Truman? President Truman was talking to the press corps one day about the White House rose garden and kept saying, “Yes, to have great roses, you need to scatter lots of manure around them. You need to work that manure deep around their roots for great rose buds. Yes, good roses take lots of manure.”


Margaret was concerned about the way her father talked and so she said something to her mother. Bess quickly told her, “Dear you would not be nearly so upset if you knew how long it has taken me to limit your father to the word “manure.” 


Jesus says that if we are to act like the gardener, we need to be spreading around some manure. As a matter of fact, Watt Hamlett is preaching in the Contemporary Service today and his sermon title is, “Manure Happens.” They even have some manure as the centerpiece! The humorist Will Rogers once said, “Preachers are a lot like manure. Spread them around, they’ll do a lot of good. Pile them all together in one place, they get to stinking.” 


Jesus tells the story of a vineyard owner who is frustrated that his fig tree has not had a fig on it for three years. Not one! He tells his vinedresser, “Cut it down! Why should it be wasting space on God’s good earth?”
The vinedresser, however, says, “Wait! Let it be. Give it one more year! I’ll dig around it and spread manure. If it bears fruit next year, great! If not, well you can cut it down!”

Surprisingly, the tree in this story comes out better than what happened to another fig tree a few weeks later. Mark (11:12-14, 20-21) and Matthew (21:18-19) tell us of that day Jesus was walking from Bethany to Jerusalem for the last week of his ministry. He was hungry and saw a fig tree with leaves but no fruit, so he cursed the fig tree and it withered and died. I remember the time in another church when a number of us were reading through the New Testament together. In one of the weekly discussion sessions, several were very upset with Jesus. “Why?” I asked. “Because he killed that fig tree!” I had lots of “xplainin” to do about Jesus’ parabolic action that day as he walked to Jerusalem. 

In this parable, however, Jesus tells us that the vinedresser says, “Please give it one more year.” In the words of Paul McCartney, “Let it be, let it be.” 

Did you notice that the fig tree is not located in an orchard or grove? “A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard,” Jesus says. The man is not in the fig-growing business; he’s in the grape-growing business. He plants a fig tree in his field of grapevines. I think the owner likes figs. I think the fig tree is there for the pleasure of the owner. The tree is nice but it has no fruit. It’s wasting space in his field. 

If in this parable Jesus is saying, as Isaiah 5 teaches us, that God is the owner of the vineyard and the vineyard is God’s business, what is the unfruitful fig tree for Jesus? I think the tree for Jesus is a group of followers who are not bearing fruit. The disciples are not the business of the owner, however, but are there for the pleasure of the owner. I think the owner enjoys fig trees and loves the fruit of fig trees. In other words our Lord created us freely out of love and enjoys watching us grow and become fruitful in our lives. 
REPENT


Why did Jesus tell this parable about digging around the roots of a fig tree and spreading manure? Look what happens just before Jesus tells this parable. Someone in the crowd, says, “What about those Galileans from our country who were sacrificing in the temple and that Roman Governor Pilate came in and spilled their blood along with the lambs they were slaughtering?” Pilate represented the hated Romans who occupied their land and he was known as a brutal ruler. As a matter of fact, not long after Jesus’ execution, even the Romans were appalled at Pilate’s brutality and removed him from his post. 

Jesus asked them what everyone was thinking that day and still are asking today: “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? Jesus answers the question: “No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”


Then Jesus asks another question:  Or how about those eighteen who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them—do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem? Today we ask, “And what about those eight students killed in Enterprise, Alabama, when a tornado knocked down their High School, do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others living in Alabama? Jesus again answers his own question: “No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”

Luke 13 is the text I chose on the Sunday after September 11, 2001. Here Jesus gives an example of human cruelty and an example of a natural disaster in which shoddy building practices of the tower may have also contributed, and he gives the same answer to anyone who wonders if these persons died because they were more sinful than others in their city. Jesus’ strong answer is “No!” 

Jesus is very clear that bad things do not happen to us because we have more guilt than those around us. This is not, however, our saccharine-sweet Jesus. He goes on to say, “No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”

And then, according to Luke, Jesus tells us a story about an unfruitful fig tree. “Wait! Let it be. Give it one more year! I’ll dig around it and spread manure. If it bears fruit next year, great! If not, well you can cut it down!”
Jesus calls the people of Galilee to repent. Jesus calls the fig tree to repent. Jesus calls you and me to repent. To repent is not to grovel on the ground and go around saying, “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” To repent is to turn—to turn toward God, to turn around, to change the direction of your life, to walk with Jesus where he is going. To repent for a fig tree and for a disciple is to bear fruit.  Jesus gives us one more year. 

One more year. When our children were preschoolers, I learned what “one more” really means. I would be playing with our child—throwing him in the water, lifting her up on my leg, wrestling on the bed with him, playing horse with her on my back.  When I began to tire (Do you notice that young children never tire?), I would say, “Okay, one more time.” Before I had children, I thought “one more time” meant “last time.” You who have children, however, know that these two phrases are vastly different. Our child would continue to say, “One more time!” over and over and over again. 

I believe that is what the call to repentance is about. It’s not exactly twelve months.  The time is limited, for sure, and we do not know when “one more time” really is “the last time.” Our Lord continues to say, however, “Wait! Let it be. Give it one more year! I’ll dig around it and spread manure. If it bears fruit next year, great! If not, well you can cut it down!”

In this parable the Greek word aphes is translated as “let it be:” “Master, let it be. I’ll put manure on it, dig it. Let it be.”  It is Luke, and only Luke, who quotes Jesus on the cross as saying, “Father, forgive them for they don’t know what they’re doing.” (23:34). Can you guess what Greek word is translated “forgive” in Luke 23:34? That’s right. The word “forgive” from the cross is the same word of the vinedresser here in verse 8: “Let it be.” Lord, Let it be for one more year.” Let it alone, let it be, forgive.” It’s the main message of the Vinedresser Jesus. He promises to be a caregiver for all the unfruitful trees in God’s vineyard (and that includes Vienna Baptist Church and includes you and includes me): “Father, forgive them for they don’t know what they’re doing.” “Master, let it be. I’ll put manure on it, dig it. Let it be for one more year.” In the Lord’s vineyard, “There’s a Wideness in God’s Mercy.”
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