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This is Lent!  One of the things this means is that we are traveling with Jesus to his death. Death on the cross.  It is a time for you and me to take up Lenten disciplines.  That means to be even more deliberate about praying, fasting, and sacrificial giving to others.  And the reason we do these things is to remind ourselves of the sacrificial death Jesus choose on our behalf.  The message now is, time is short!  There is a sense of urgency about all that Jesus is doing during these final days of his life.  His face is set toward Jerusalem and the message is, you had better take advantage of my time with you because it is almost over.

In this portion of the gospel Luke tells us clearly that Jesus is on the way to his death.  And do you know what else Luke is telling us?   You and I and everyone we know and love and in fact all of God’s children are also on our way to our deaths.   Within this past calendar year three members of my family have died and I know that several of you have lost family members and dear friends.  We all have watched in horror as thousands died in Haiti, hundreds in Chile, here in America innocent people were gunned down doing their jobs like those police officers just taking a coffee and doughnut break in Washington state or guards keeping watch at the Pentagon or in Texas military folks preparing to leave for Iraq or Afghanistan to defend us.  Death is unfortunately a part of life, some deaths appear senseless to us and others come as merciful relief with a promise of a better and different life.

I don’t know how exactly this reality effects you but I do know that each brush with death finds me taking stock of how blessed I am.  Each death also reminds me that it is a holy gift to wake up every morning.  It is a blessing to have so many people that I love still with me.   I hope it does the same for you.

As we observe Lent, scripture is very clear that there is limited time for us to take care of the important business of relationships.  In our text for today there were people present who told Jesus about some Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with sacrifices.  Historically we are not sure what incident they are referring to. What we do know is that Pilate was known as a violent man.  There are records of his utter disregard for the sacred nature of the Temple and the worship of the Jewish people.  We also know that it was not uncommon that this kind of desecration of the holy places and Jewish bodies took place under Roman rule. 

These particular travelers coming to the Temple to make sacrifices became sacrifices themselves.  That is how the story is reported to Jesus.  
In light of Jesus recent warning to reconcile with neighbors it may very well be that those reporting this incident were trying to convince Jesus that the time for reconciliation is over.  This kind of desecration means it is time to pick up the sword against the occupying armies.  

Or – could it be that these listeners were doing what we refer to these days as blaming the victim.  There is an assumption that if calamity strikes those who suffer did something to deserve it.   What did she do that caused him to abuse her?  I see that one every Thursday where I work in the domestic violence court.  Or if they worked harder they could pay for health care.  How about those Iraqi’s who were killed trying to vote should have known what would happen after all those years of conflict.   People who send their children to public schools or teach in public schools ought to realize the possibility that some poorly adjusted misguided student might show up with a loaded gun.  Maybe they are just worse sinners; maybe they brought this on themselves.  So Jesus, what about that?

Jesus does not take the bait, however.  He uses this questioning to provide a teachable moment.  This is not about them out there and their sinfulness this is about you and your need to repent.  This is about leaving your own sinful way of life behind and turning to God’s way.   “Were they worse sinners then all the other Galileans?  Or we might ask were these wives, or minimum wage workers or Iraqi citizens or High School students were they worse sinners?  Jesus answers “No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”  

Jesus does not answer their question.  He speaks then of another tragedy where eighteen people were killed in some type of accident in Jerusalem when the tower of Siloam fell on them.    Do you think the people killed in these ways were worse sinners or offenders then all the rest of the people?  

If those Haitians had just stayed where they belonged instead of creating a country they wouldn’t be vulnerable victims of a natural disaster.  People who build houses on the sides of steep mountains in North Carolina should expect to be wiped away in mud slides. What did those more than 700 Chileans do that swept away their lives in an earthquake or follow up tsunami?  
Or often in the wee hours of the night we ask ourselves this gnawing question; what did I do that my parent, spouse or child is suffering or dying?   What sin have I committed, O God that I am suffering as I am?

Jesus asked in his day, “Were they worse offenders then all the others living in Jerusalem and we ask in ours or Haiti, or Buncombe County, or Chile, or Black Mountain or Montreat? And Jesus still responds “No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”

Earlier Jesus taught “When it comes to judging sin, it is best to look for the log in your own eye before searching for the speck in your neighbors – or maybe even your enemies.” Luke 6:37 – 42 (Feasting On the Word pg. 96) In other words it is a mistake to put off repentance.  The offer has a limited time frame.  None of us knows when that judgment will occur so get your house in order.  
 And yet… and yet.

Jesus tells a parable.  The parable goes like this, a man planted a fig tree in his vineyard and three years later the tree is still not bearing fruit.  The owner is tired of wasting time and soil but the gardener pleads on behalf of the fig tree and it is given another chance.   It is given a year, not an indefinite time but sometime, at least a second chance to bear the fruit.  The tree has a chance to do what it was created to do, not because it deserves that chance but because one who cares for it and tends it pleads on its behalf.  

The tree has a chance to repent (if trees can repent) to turn itself around and bear some fruit.   But it cannot turn itself around anymore than we can it needs help.

It needs sun, and rain, it needs the care of the gardener who will redouble her efforts to help the tree bear the lovely fruit that it was planted to bear. 

So now not only is the owner taking a chance on this unproductive tree by allowing it to continue to take  up space and soil, but the gardener whom he pays will spend more time and energy aerating and feeding and probably even talking to this unproductive little fig tree.   

Mercy, mercy from the owner and planter, mercy from the gardener, I wonder what fruit the fig tree will produce in the time it has left?    What will the time that is left bring forth?

I wonder too, what fruit will we continue to produce in the time that is left to us?  Churches planted in this valley?  Our two churches have not been fruitless in their years.  Black Mountain Presbyterian and Montreat Presbyterian Churches were planted long years ago and carry with rich histories of mission not just here at home but to the world, teaching leaders in the church, leaving legacies of justice and mercy.  Thanks be to God that over and over God’s Spirit has continued to dig around these roots.  When these roots have been cramped or dry or nearly cut off.  God’s Spirit has continued to aerate and fertilize.   She has tended us and fed us sometimes with what smells a whole lot more like manure than the sweet, sweet, Spirit in the air that we might like to smell.  

But thanks be to God here we are!  God is still giving us time to repent, to turn in new directions and to bear fruit.  There is still fruit to produce in thanksgiving for the rich faith and life we share. So let us get on about our mission; near and far, our teaching of young and old, stewardship of earth and sky, money and talent, our worship in Word and Sacrament with joy and singing.  Let us give thanks for God’s precious gift of life.      


