Manure Happens

Sermon on Luke 13: 1-9

Let's say, for fun, you're the owner of a vineyard. You grow grapes. If you think back, you can remember when you planted your very first vines. And now look at you -- got yourself a whole vineyard. Beautiful grape vines stretched out as far as the eye can see in every direction. And its yours. You've worked hard to carefully grow and tend your operation, and these days you are really enjoying the fruit of your labor. And oh, what fruit it is -- Cabernet Sauvignon, Chardonnay, Pinot Noir. The tiny, glistening grapes that that hang in fat bunches all around you will someday yield glass after delicious glass of exquisite wine. And it's all yours.

And that's not all. Here and there among your vineyard, you have planted fruit trees. Why? Because you're no dummy. You know what even the ancient Egyptians knew, that all wine carries within its bouquet a subtle hint of the plants that grow around it. So you have surrounded your grape vines with trees that will cause your wines to embody all sorts of flavors, so that when those folks in marketing are writing the labels for your bottles, they'll have to use phrases like "apple overtones", "the scent of ripe peach", "tastes of cherry", and, oh yes, "essence of fig". How you do love fig!

Now granted, these fruit trees do require extra skill and effort on the part of your vine-keepers, and they do take water and nutrients from the soil that would otherwise feed your vines. But in your estimation, it is worth it. And anyone who has sampled your wines knows it is worth it, too.

So here you are outside on this beautiful, cloudless day to not only see how your vines are doing, but to see how your prized fruit trees are coming along as well. You are hoping for another award-winning year, and you have no doubt it will be.

That is, until you come to your fig tree. 

Oh, to the naked eye, all appears to be fine and dandy. I mean, look at that fig tree. It's tall and sturdy, stately almost, and that's quite a compliment for a fig tree. And just look at these broad, green leaves. Adam and Eve would have no problem covering their nakedness with these babies. No, from all outward appearances, this is one healthy fig tree.

But take a peak under the those leaves, and what do you see? That's right nothing. Nada. Zilch. Not a fig to be found. And that's not all. This is not the first time this fig tree has let you down. Not one, not two, but for three years now you have come out to this very spot, looked up under these leaves and seen the exact same thing. Nothing!

Now, you're a patient person. You're not hasty. One year without fruit -- hey no, problem, we all hit slumps, right? Two years? OK, so maybe it didn't bounce right back into shape -- still has the potential to be a valuable player on your team. But three years? Well, you're sorry, but after three strikes, it's time for someone else to have a turn at bat. Yes, the time for patience has come to an end. Now, it's time for an axe.

And for that, you call your gardener.

"Gardener", you say, "for three years I have come looking for fruit on this fig tree, and still I find none. Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the soil?"

And your good and faithful gardener looks you right in the eye, and says just one word: nematodes.

This is not what you expected him to say.

So, you ask him to explain himself.

Nematodes, he says, are unsegmented, bilaterally symmetric and triploblastic protostomes with a complete digestive system. And, he continues, it is quite possible they are using their complete digestive system to completely digest the roots of your fig tree.

In other words, your tree may have worms.

"Good," you say, all the more reason to get it out of this vineyard and over to the brush pile.

So your faithful gardener rubs his chin, nods his head, looks you right in the eyes and says: "no".

Again, not what you expected.

No, he continues, let's give it one more year. It could be nematodes. But it could simply be poor soil conditions. And if it is, if you'll give this thing one more year, he says, I bet I can turn it around.

I see, you say. And just what is your plan, you ask.

He says "I'm going to dig around it, get the soil good and aerated, and give it a heavy dose of my secret weapon."

And what is your secret weapon, you ask.

And he says…well, you can't repeat exactly what he says in polite company, but he basically means manure. Animal poop.

So you agree. You agree because you trust your gardener. And because, so help you, you just love figs. You just can't help yourself. 

But one more year, and not a day longer. If no fruit is found, the tree comes down.

So that's how it might go if you were the owner of a vineyard. But as we know you are not the owner of a vineyard…and you are not even the gardener tasked with taking care of the vineyard. No. You, and me, we're fig trees. 

Oh sometimes it's fun to pretend that we're the owner, that all this belongs to us. And sometimes we like to pretend that we're the gardener, that everything depends on our efforts. But we're not. We're fig trees. 

And we may look good.  We may look tall and sturdy, stately even. Our leaves may be broad and green. We might cut an impressive figure out there among the vines.

But when you are a fig tree planted in a vineyard, it's not about looks.

We were planted for one reason only: to bear fruit.

And a fig tree that doesn't bear fruit is a problem. More specifically to the point, a fig tree that doesn't bear fruit has a problem. A problem that's roughly the size and shape of that axe over there.

And you thought nematodes were a nuisance!

Oh, and there's one other problem. If you are not bearing fruit, there's not much you can do about it. You can't just click your branches together and make fruit appear. We both know it just doesn't work like that.

Our fruit is the result of a complex process that happens through us. The sun, the rain, the soil, the fig wasps, all these things have to come together in just the right measure.

And if they don't, well, all I can say is that I hope we have a gardener that knows what he's doing, and is able to help us in time.

But, lucky for you and me, I believe we do have gardener who knows what he is doing. In fact, they say he's one of the best.

Now listen, I don't want you to be nervous here, you need to remember, he's on your side. But when he comes by, he's probably going to start digging around, you know, down there, in your roots. He's probably going to stir things up a bit. It may not always be pleasant, but you need to trust that he knows what he's doing.

Next, he's probably going to show up with that secret weapon of his: manure. In some cases, a LOT of manure. Talk about not pleasant! But the amazing thing is, it works! Somehow that pungent stuff goes to down into the soil around you, and it actually nourishes you.

And before you know it, he's done it. And there's beautiful, ripe fruit, growing out of you. 

Listen, maybe it's been a few years since you last bore fruit. Maybe it has been longer. I don't know, maybe you're one of those fig trees that has never made a fig in its life.

And maybe you're wondering, well what if it doesn't work? What if I never bear fruit? Will the axe really fall? Are there really stumps out there, the only thing left of fig trees that never made figs?

I don't know. Maybe. But none of that matters right now. Not really. What matters is that, if you are lucky, you'll have one more season to give it a shot.

And lucky for you and me, the gardener is ready to go to work. Lucky for you and me, that's not an axe he's carrying. It's a shovel, and a bag of manure.

And lucky for you and me, manure happens. 

________________________________________

As we come to this time of reflection, we are invited to consider what manure is happening in our lives these days. Likewise, we are invited to consider what kind of fruit this fertilizing might bring forth.

The parable is not specific about what kind of fruit is expected, nor of what kind of manure is going to be applied to make it grow. Maybe that's because that is between each of us and God. Perhaps the answer is different for each of us.

I wish I could tell you what manure the gracious gardening is applying in your life. Only you know for sure. But one thing we all know about manure is it can stink -- doesn't always, but it can. So when looking for manure, it helps to follow your nose. What stinks in your life right now? Difficulties within your marriage or family? Financial worries? Illness? Feelings of despair, anger, anxiety? What stinks in our world right now? Wars -- real and threatened? Terrorism? Unimaginable poverty? Environmental crises? Like manure, these things stink. But like manure applied to a fig tree, they can also give rise to dramatic growth in us, and lead us to produce fruit that not only brings a kind of wholeness to us, but makes us a source of life and nourishment for others.

Of course, manure does not always stink. Sometimes manure has just an earthy, almost sweet, smell. And the sweet and earthy manure in our lives can produce just as much fruit as the stinky kind.

And what about fruit? What kind of fruit might we expect all this manure to bring forth in us? Again, the answer may be different for each of us. But in Galatians, Paul gives us some hints. He speaks of the fruit of the spirit, the fruit that the spirit of Christ causes to grow in people's lives (which are up on the screen) And as with the parable of the vineyard, Paul's point is that fruit is a gift. Fruit does not come from conscious, willful effort. Fruit comes as a result of submitting ourselves to the careful care of a loving gardener who nourishes us into fruitfulness.

By grace, manure happens. And because manure happens, fruit happens, too.

_____________________________________

So I invite you to think now, not about what fruit you're going to make grow in your life, but what fruit you long for the gardener bring forth in you, out of the manure of your days. Up on the screen are the fruit of the spirit that Paul describes. Perhaps you can think of others. As the offering is collected, ponder that. And then choose one fruit that you long to grow in your life, and write it on the garden tag in your chair. The ushers have pens if you need them. And reflect how that fruit might look when it begins to grow in your life.

Then when we sing our final song, I invite you to come forward and plant your tag in our "manure", as a prayer, as a statement of hope of the kind of fruit you long for the gardener to cultivate in your life.

_____________________________________

Benediction:

As we go forth in this season of Lent, hear the good news is that Jesus himself, our gracious gardener, is at work among us, feeding us, nourishing us, enabling our lives to bear the fruit they were created to bear. 

_____________________________________
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