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‘living a new fruitfulness’
    (Isaiah 55:1-9; Luke 13:1-9)

Luke chapter 13 begins with a troubling conversation.  Jesus has been speaking to the crowd and his disciples about recognising the signs of God's immanent judgement.  Those listening to Jesus make a terrible mistake when they assume that Pilate's execution of some innocent Galileans is a sign of God's judgement.  What a shocking assumption this is, and to realise just how shocking it is perhaps we need to place it within the context of our own time.
Imagine the suggestion that poverty is a sign of God’s judgement.  Imagine the suggestion that devastation caused by natural disasters is a sign of God’s judgement.  Imagine the suggestion that suffering caused by cuts to overseas aid is a sign of God’s judgement.  Imagine the suggestion that disability is a sign of God’s judgement.  Imagine the suggestion that illness is a sign of God’s judgement.  I hope you're as appalled by these suggestions as I am, just as Jesus is appalled by references to those killed by Pilate and others who died in the collapse of a tower.  Of course, those assumptions belong to a culture in which suffering is believed to be the penalty or penance for past misdemeanours.  Perhaps such superstitions are no longer prevalent, but we do live in a culture that condemns people for their own problems.

It’s ironic that secular culture rejects the language of sin and evil, and yet remains infatuated with the suffering of others.  We live in a society that demonises, blames, harasses and condemns the marginalised, the struggling and the different:  those who are living rough are increasingly moved on or denied access to public land;  commercial media use the mantle of public interest to engage in bullying and fear mongering;  politicians use slogans and generalisations to raise their popularity in an uncritical electorate;  the language of border protection is used to justify the inhumane treatment of refugees;  the discourse of regional instability is used to justify the spending of billions of dollars on military assets, including nuclear submarines that won't arrive for decades.  We’re surrounded by narratives that teach us to believe the worst in each other and expect the worst from each other;  to the extent that we’re not surprised whenever these narratives appear to be confirmed by personal experience.  
Many of us would agree that the church marches to the beat of a different drum;  that the church is formed by a story that is good news, not just for Christians, but also for the world.  Unfortunately, some Christian responses to human suffering are not very helpful, usually because they reflect poor Bible scholarship and even poorer theology.  I’ve come to realise that my own journey of faith has involved an escape from the sort of biblical literalism and fundamentalism that reflects a grotesque caricature of the God revealed in and through the Gospel of Jesus Christ. 

Both in his time and in ours, Jesus challenges the literal interpretations of Scripture that justify poor theology and the associated simplistic understandings of human suffering.  Jesus uses situations of suffering, not to frighten or threaten people with God’s wrath, but rather to set people free with God’s mercy.  Jesus invites his listeners to repent and turn back to God, so that forgiveness and reconciliation may lead to new life.  For Jesus, judgement is about God's determination to make things right;  to heal a hurting world, to restore broken relationship, to find the lost, to embrace the vulnerable, to reach out in mercy to those who fail. 

He tells a parable to illustrate his point.  A man plants a fig tree in his vineyard.  After three years of vainly waiting for it to bear fruit, he tells the gardener to cut it down.  But the gardener offers to fertilise and care for the tree, to give it another chance to be fruitful.
Retired UC minister Jeff Shrowder, interprets this parable in a brief poem:
A fig tree fruitless;  
for three years unproductive and yet given grace.  
Repenting is not saying ‘sorry’, but living a new fruitfulness.
Parables speak of an alternative reality – a reality grounded in the kingdom of God revealed in Jesus Christ, the gift of God's self-giving love.  Those who reject that kingdom may easily identify with the vineyard owner, and be tempted to give up on anything or anyone that seems unfruitful:


to minimise risk;

to rationalise resources;


to eliminate wasteful practises;


to avoid throwing good money after bad;


to re-organise for better outcomes;


to maximise return on investment.

This is happening right now in America, as the previous government’s efforts to create employment opportunities for the marginalised are overturned by those who care only for profit.

But we in the church, embraced in the reign of God, formed by the Gospel of Jesus, and shaped through the fellowship of the Spirit, recognise how the intercession of the gardener proclaims the grace, mercy, and renewal that is the very basis of our life.  We recognise how the parable fits within the broader picture of the Biblical witness of God’s activity, as we've heard today from the prophet Isaiah:  ‘Seek the Lord while he may be found, call upon him while he is near;  let the wicked forsake their way, let the unrighteous forsake their thoughts;  let them return to the Lord, that he may have mercy on them, for he will abundantly forgive.’

This passage marks the end of what biblical scholars call ‘Second Isaiah’, a book that anticipates the end of the Babylonian exile and the restoration of Israel.  Isaiah speaks of a rich banquet that God is preparing, and exhorts his listeners to prepare themselves through faith and penitence.  Isaiah encourages his listeners to live a new fruitfulness that is invited and enabled by God’s generous grace.  
This is the new fruitfulness that we see in the ministry of Jesus.  In Luke chapter 3, John the Baptist appears in the wilderness proclaiming a baptism of repentance for the forgiveness of sins.  In Luke chapter 5, Jesus heals a paralysed man by forgiving his sins.  In Luke chapter 15, Jesus tells parables about a lost sheep, a lost coin, and a lost son, proclaiming the grace by which we are reconciled to God and to each other.

And it’s not just the words of Jesus - his parables and sayings - that proclaim the kingdom of the God of grace, but that he also matches his words with the fruit of life-giving activity.  In the faithful and justice-seeking way he lives, Jesus embodies the mercy and forgiveness of God.  This is the mercy that extends even to those who kill him, a declaration of God’s grace amidst the darkest and deepest evil, despair, and suffering. 
In Christ, crucified and risen, the world is watered, fertilised and sustained, so that new life may burst free from tombs of ignorance, greed and self-righteousness.  In Christ, crucified and risen, we receive the invitation to turn back to the God who patiently awaits us.  In birth, in life, in death, in resurrection, the justice of God is revealed and delivered in Jesus Christ;  the one who came, not to be served, but to serve, and to give his life for many.

And now to the God of all grace, who has called us to eternal glory in Christ, be the dominion forever and ever.  Amen.
