
O God, may we know in our minds, believe in our hearts, and understand  

in the depths of our beings that we are so loved by you.  Amen.  

 

The news has been a litany of pretty depressing news  

so I thought it might help, just a bit,  

to hear a joke about the subject of this sermon, heaven and hell. 

Mother Teresa died and went to heaven.   

God met her and asked if she was hungry.   

Mother Teresa said, “I could eat,”  

so God opened a can of tuna and some rye bread and they shared it.   

As she ate, Mother Teresa looked down into hell  

and saw the people there eating huge steaks, lobsters,  

expensive wine and flaming desserts.   

Mother Teresa said, I’m really glad to be in heaven, God,  

but why do we just eat tuna and rye bread  

while down in hell they’re eating like kings?  

God said, “Well, for just 2 people, why bother to cook?” 

 

All of us, here in this country and around the world,  

are agonizing over the war in Ukraine –  

it’s hideous unfairness and horrible violence to so many innocent people.  

Unfortunately, the history of humankind is full  

of equally appalling wars and incursions but somehow,  

having it happen now, in our own time,  

makes it so much clearer that one person, just one person,  

can create so much suffering for so many people  

without even the slightest appearance of remorse.  

Putin has taken his place in the dark pantheon of evil,  

alongside Genghis Khan, Adolf Hitler,  

his own countryman, Josef Stalin, and others.   

There is a spectrum of human behavior from pure altruism to wickedness 

with most people operating in the grey areas in between.   

But are there some people, either extraordinarily good or bad,  

who will end up in some special place after they die?  

Either at God’s right hand or screaming in the bowels  

of the ninth circle of hell,  

reserved, in Dante’s imagination, for those guilty of treachery?  

Treacherous, that seems like a great adjective for Putin.  

But let’s back up and look at the gospel story this morning. 

 



The story in Luke begins with a group of people  

repeating a story they had heard to Jesus.   

Did you hear the one about Pilate killing some temple worshipers  

who were sacrificing animals?    

He mixed the human blood with that of the animals.   

We can imagine their whispers, both horrified and thrilled by this outrage.  

It’s the equivalent of one of those sensational stories  

that we might find today in the National Enquirer –  

Man Kills 19 in Chainsaw Frenzy or Baby Born with 3 Heads,  

Pilate mixes human and animal blood, that kind of story.    

But Jesus refuses to be drawn in.   

   

And then he tells them this wonderful story of the fig tree.   

The owner of a vineyard plants a fig tree  

and expects it to bear fruit in 3 years.   

When it does not, he directs the gardener to cut it down.   

But the gardener asks for more time, one year to be precise,  

so that he can feed it and care for it.   

If one were to take it to another level,  

it seems that the owner of the vineyard might be God  

and the gardener might be Jesus.   

God represents judgment and Jesus represents grace.   

When the tree fails to do what it is supposed to do,  

the judgment side of God weighs in,  

disappointed in the tree’s failure to live up to its side of the bargain.   

But the gardener, Jesus, steps in and says, “Let it alone.  Let it be.”   

The interesting and significant thing is that the word  

that Jesus uses in Greek, aphes, does mean let it alone  

but it more often means to forgive.   

Aphes is the word Jesus used as he was dying on the cross  

when he asked God to forgive them  

because they didn’t know what they were doing.   

Jesus is asking that the tree be given another chance.   

The tree hasn’t acted as it was supposed to act, producing fruit in 3 years,  

but he wants to give it more food, more time, a second chance.   

And look at that last line, If it bears fruit next year,  

well and good, but if not, YOU can cut it down.   

You the God of judgment can cut it down.   

Not me.  I’m mercy. I’m forgiveness.   

I am the lord of second and third and maybe countless chances.   



There is this wonderful unspoken sense  

that even if God should cut the tree down,  

there will still be some other chance with Jesus.   

He can’t help responding according to his nature, which is mercy.  

  

This story in Luke circles around the great debate between faith and works  

and about what our greatest challenge is as Christians.   

Some people believe that it is our sinfulness that is our greatest challenge  

but it has always seemed to me as if    

our greatest challenge as Christians is to believe  

that we are completely and unconditionally loved.   

One of the reasons that is our greatest challenge  

is because all of us have grown up with a very different message.   

Life does not give us the message that we are lovable.   

No, what life leaves us with is a sense that we are inadequate screw ups.  

Most of us had well-meaning but human and therefore flawed parents  

who made plenty of mistakes along the way.   

For some of us, parental love appeared to be a conditional love,  

if you get good grades, if you do your chores, if you take over my business,  

I will love you.   

We learned at school that when we most desperately wanted  

to be liked and accepted, kids found all kinds of reasons to reject us.   

Was it walking into the lunchroom in junior high school  

with every critical eye on your clothes  

or being bullied on the playground  

that most gave you the idea that you were lovable?  

And frankly, the church is equally guilty.   

If you grew up in the church,  

my guess is that the emphasis was on doing certain things  

to make yourself worthy of God’s love.   

Whether it was learning a catechism or not drinking  

or being told that it was only Baptists or Lutherans or Episcopalians  

who go to heaven, we were force fed this works-righteousness message  

that is not just wrong but perverse and sick.   

Why have so many people left the church?   

Maybe because when they think about church, their primary emotion is guilt.   

They heard the message that they will never be good enough  

and who wants to live life under that cloud?  I’d leave church too. 

  

 



Is God’s love for us is conditional upon our living up  

to some example of purity or goodness?   

Are there tests along the way that we must pass  

in order to make it into heaven?  No, no, and no.   

This parable of the fig tree and most especially  

the parable we will hear next week about the Prodigal Son  

assure us and command us to understand that God’s love just is.   

It doesn’t rest on some equivalent of a super duper SAT score we got  

or how many packages of hot dogs we brought to the Food Pantry  

or how many times we gave our neighbor a ride to church.   

It doesn’t rest on anything other than the nature of God  

to be in love with all things.   

We, in our somewhat narcissistic way, think that God’s love is about us.   

It isn’t.  God’s love is about God.   

But the way God’s love works is so different from how we humans operate,  

that we need to be reminded frequently of its truth. 

   

On that first or sixth or one millionth day of creation  

when God got around to making human beings do you think God said,  

Let’s see…IF I’m going to love them,  

they have to give money to at least 3 non-profits of their choice,  

build one Habitat for Humanity house and  

take in their parents when they’re old.  NO.   

God, who is love, just created this gorgeous universe  

with stars that go on forever and quiet evergreen forests and us,  

made in God’s image,  

so that God could be in relationship with all that is.   

It’s just so darn simple that it makes us crazy.   

God loves us.  God loved us at the beginning,  

God loves us now, right this very minute and God will always love us.   

The only trick here, and it’s a big one,  

is that God loves our neighbors as well –  

the one whose dogs treat your yard like a litter box  

and who play loud music all night long,  

those who have been arrested for child abuse  

and oh by the way, I’m sorry to say,  

Genghis Khan, Adolf Hitler and Vladimir Putin.   

I’m afraid God’s love is that promiscuous. 

 

 



What is the character of God?  The character of God is love.   

God is so in love with us that God will do anything God can to seek us out.   

God will become a burning bush if necessary to get our attention.   

God is always there, in the hopes of making contact with us.   

And finally, the best news is that God, in the person of Jesus,  

becomes the mercy that must triumph over judgment,  

the giver of second and third and fourth chances,  

the gardener, watering can and hoe in hand,  

ready with whatever it is we need to flourish and bear fruit.  Amen.  

 

  



Lent 3C – unused sermon (2010) 

These stories paint a portrait of God.  They present a picture of God’s 

character – attributes of God and how God interacts with us.   

If we start with the story of the burning bush, we see a God who makes 

himself so attractive that Moses can’t help but turn aside as he says, to check 

out this miraculous bush that is burning but is not consumed.   It might be as 

if God were a sparkly red ornament in the middle of a big forest or a yellow 

raft floating out in the middle of the ocean – curious, unexpected, something 

we can’t account for, that doesn’t make sense.  God tries to get our attention 

so that we are almost forced to stop and examine this unexpected thing in our 

midst.  For Moses it was a bush that didn’t seem to obey the laws of physics.  

For us it might be an unexpected blessing in the midst of despair, a moment 

of such compete understanding with another person that it seems divinely 

inspired, a story of courage or faith when everything seems lost.  Those 

moments that almost force us to savor our lives in a new way, that prohibit us 

from talking it all for granted, breaking forth in the most ordinary 

circumstances, when we least expect it.  We are forced to alter our carefully 

laid out schedules, to allow something that we hadn’t planned for to break in.  

There was Moses minding his own business beyond the wilderness as it says 

with just the desert and the sheep.  He may have been as ho-hum about his 

existence as we are, getting up at the same time every day, fighting the same 

traffic, frustrated by the same bosses, doing the same laundry over and over 

again.  And in the midst of that sameness, God broke in.  Stop, this is no 

ordinary moment.  You are here on this patch of sand but it is such a sacred 

patch of sand and not this sand only but you, you Moses are sacred and 

important and so loved.  Midrash, the Jewish commentary on the Torah 

wonders at the fact that when Joshua encounters God, God asks him to 

remove only one sandal, whereas God commands Moses to remove both.  

The scholars concluded that Joshua was being asked to understand God only 

in a physical way but Moses was being asked to understand God both 

physically and spiritually.  The Jewish commentators also saw that a barefoot 

Moses would feel all the little stones under his feet and so understand even 

the smallest sorrows of the people he was leading.  In this way, Moses 

becomes a kind of precursor for Jesus.  Paul so believed in this connection 

between Moses and Jesus that he says in his letter to the Corinthians that we 

just read that as the Hebrew people passed through the Red Sea, they were 

“baptized into Moses.”  So from this story in Exodus, we have a picture of a 

God who seeks us out, who makes himself attractive in some way to us that 

we will stop and pay attention.  We also understood that there is no place that 



God is not.  God is in all places and things and so all places and things are 

sacred.                                             



  
 

 


