"ThreelLittle Words"

Third Sunday in Lent

Luke13:1-9, SeriesC
March 7, 2010

Grace, mercy and peace from God our Fatimeioar Lord and Savior Jesus Christ. AMEN
The text for this morning's message is the Goggssldn which was just read.

One of my favorite activities during the ¢pWisconsin winters of my youth was watching
old movies on TV. Whether they were dramas, copgdvesterns or gangster movies | enjoyed
them all. Mike, who has always had 2 or 3 jobsveetd pizzas as one of them while he was in
college. At the end of the night he would bringiaza home and while he ate all the inside
pieces | would fill him in on the plot. He prefed murder mysteries but on occasion we’'d be
stuck with a musical. The one today’s text broughhind starred Debbie Reynolds and had the
intriguing title, Three Little Words. Do you knowhat those 3 little words were? "I Love
You!" of course. They are, perhaps, the most pwend misused words in the English
language.

The Gospel includes has 3 little words, ttratt are no less powerful. They are the words of
the owner of the vineyard concerning his unprodectig tree: "Cut it down!" — as sad as the
saddest words in Scripture, "Depart from Me."

Words of judgment are never comfortable o hear especially from God, who is the
owner of the vineyard in this parable while theedresser is Jesus, and the fig tree is Israel —
which is not to say we aren’t included.

The owner is looking at a tree He has ch@sehcared for over a number of years. Three
years was long enough for any fig tree to produdeast some fruit. Fig trees bear several times
a year in the Middle East and should always haweesmdication of fruit on them: either buds,
green fruit or ripening. Still, after all that tevof tender care in a fertile spot the owner isrgge
no results.

Ah, the poor fig tree - poor Israel. ChossnGod from all the nations of the world and
showered with special love and care they still haetproduced the fruit of righteousness that
God desired from them. They had not been a liglié nations as they'd been instructed. They
had not turned their own hearts, much less thethedithe world, back to God. Their mission
had not been accomplished.

God's great love and care, His patiencemerty had been visible to all who watched His
dealings with them. Time after time they hamheg searching after other gods - like a tree
growing warped and crooked, and time after time Gad rebuked them, encouraged good
growth, forgiven their sins and heard their cri@srhercy.

Still, they bore no fruit. Though they'deseGod's miracles and heard God's prophets.
Though they'd eaten His heavenly food in the wildes and experienced His mighty
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deliverance in battle as they occupied the Promisedl He'd given them. And so the three
words of judgment are spoken: "Cut it down!" Noguction = termination.

No wonder people are afraid of God. Thagment is harsh. But is it fair? Yes, of course,
it must be just because God embodies justice. sHalithat is just and right and there is no
justice outside of Him. But where does this legga and me? Aren't we all like Israel in our
own way? Don't we turn from God instead of to Hirb@n't we fail to tell others about Him?
Don't we make His work the last of our prioritie&Pen't we forgetful, at times, in our thanks to
Him for His goodness and blessings? Haven't theen times in our lives when we have gone
seeking after other gods, after money, or poweseaurity, or whatever it is that our neighbor
has that we want?

Aren't there times when we're all a little ke Pinnochio - who resisted the love and
concern of his creator Gepetto, didn't listen ®duonscience, Jimminy Crickett and went off and
got into terrible trouble? Did you know that befdValt Disney made it a story of triumph it
was a tragedy? In the original story Pinnochicsdi#t was written as a parable: the puppet's
resistance to the love of his father, his willfuiriing away from responsibility and his failure to
listen to his conscience that leads to him justdpai piece of kindling not a kid.

His would be our story. His could be owrgt but we were not abandoned by God. We
were not left to pay the price for our willful deedinstead the price was paid for us by Jesus, the
vinedresser in our story, who enters the parableshiow us another of the qualities God
personifies: loving mercy.

The vinedresser pleads for one more chamcthé unproductive tree. He will dig around it
and give the roots room to grow. He will fertiliteand give it all the nutrients it needs to be
productive.

Loving tender care - that is what the Lordeg to us His children. He encourages us to
grow, to blossom, and to be productive. He corhaswe might have life - abundant life - and
we do have that life in Him. God desires all oftoslive a life of forgiveness, peace, and
restoration. God wants each of you today to halfe @f power and strength - a life filled with
growth.

But growth isn't always easy, is it? Chafddeeory, is built on the premise that people
generally will not change any behavior unless thie pf not changing is too great to bear. Who
signs up for the pain of change for new limitatiaghat come from age or illness? When such
things happen — and they are inevitable in thisldvararred by sin there is the temptation to
stand back and judge those who suffer, wonderisgvnat they did to deserve their particular
pain.

The group of men in our Gospel who came w@dsus were searching for a reason, a
meaning for death of those who had been killedhgyRomans in Galilee and had their blood
mixed with the temple sacrifices. Jesus told th&Xg, there was nothing particularly bad or
extra sinful about them" nor the victims of a greagedy of their day - those who had died
when a tower collapsed on them
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That was not what they wanted to hear -wiwt any of us want to hear but, the reality is,
bad things happen do happen to good people - tdsGmbple as well and they are painful,
challenging ways for us to grow Bad things happergdod people - to people who pray and
have their prayers answered, to parents who waltvaorry, who give their lives and their
children to the Lord. Bad things happen to goodpte to God's people and they are
opportunities that can take us more deeply into'&S@ébrd and draw us closer to Him in prayer
as we seek comfort, guidance, and strength to w#hlthe task of living as Christians in a
sinful, fallen world. They are also opportunittesurn to the Lord in repentance.

Repentance - a change that affects all otcharacter and life as we turn from those things
that would destroy us to new life and faith in Hige for us.

Jesus, the vinedresser who pleads for fh@fithe tree is the one who laid His life down so
that all could be saved. He was willing to die audfer beyond any comparison so that you
could live. He understands all that you have gtmeugh, all that you are facing now,
everything that will come in the future and Jesti$ sarnestly desires that NO ONE - NOT
ONE - SHOULD BE LOST.

Do you hear the real words behind this tatjrowth, this call to repentance? Do you hear
God's message to all in this parable? You canisumin 3 little words, "I love you!" followed
by 3 more words "turn to me" and completed with &dg of welcome for those who do, "You
are Mine!"

For those who repent, who turn to the Lowd &od who is gracious and merciful, He
promises that He will not let you perish, that Hél wiry every tear from your eye. God
promises to work every situation in your life oat f{four good, that every struggle you have will
have a purpose and meaning even if it isn't apparenediately or ever in this lifetime.

This call to repentance is also a call twoacfor Christians. In word and deed in love amd
meaningful action we have the privilege to sharénwihers the message of God's good news, to
speak of the hope that lies within us before thealfijudgment comes. The common
interpretation of today's parable concludes thattthe never did produce fruit and that it was
chopped down. The understanding is that this haggbevhen Jerusalem fell in 70 AD and the
temple was destroyed. But | contend this is nadralple that ends - it goes on and on. Many are
still lost — people you see every day — the collstyelent delivering your pizza, people clinging
to false faiths of self-improvement or false Gospdllormons, Muslims, B'hais, Hindus,
Buddhists, if you want to label groups but more amantly the people down the block from you
or people in your own home. People you know indneean eternity changing encounter with
the immeasurable love of God.

3 little words: "I love You!" God is sayinbose words to you today. Listen to them. Heed
them. Turn to God in faith and then tell all tiall listen that God loves them, too!

AMEN
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