PAGE  
1

Natalie Ford

June 27, 2010

Bearing Fruit (With a Little Manure)

Galatians 5:22-25

A young father in a supermarket was pushing a shopping cart with his little son, strapped in the front. The little boy was fussing, irritable, and crying. The other shoppers gave the pair a wide berth because the child would pull cans off the shelf and throw them out of the cart. The father seemed to be very calm; as he continued down each aisle, he murmured gently: "Easy now, Donald. Keep calm, Donald. Steady, boy. It's all right, Donald."

A mother who was passing by was greatly impressed by this young father's attitude. She said, "You certainly know how to talk to an upset child—quietly and gently."

And then bending down to the little boy, she said, "What seems to be the trouble, Donald?"
"Oh no," said the father. "He's Henry. I'm Donald."
John Huffman, "The Fruit of the Spirit Is Patience," PreachingToday.com

Most of us are laughing because it’s so relatable. 

Having patience isn’t easy. 

Sometimes finding these ‘fruits of the Spirit’ in our own lives isn’t easy. 

Love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, gentleness, faithfulness, generosity, self-control. 

We are called to bear these fruits in our lives. 

A fruitful life is what Christian life is all about, and

Fruit is mentioned 67 times in the NT as one of the primary metaphors for discipleship. 

Jesus said in Matt 7:16-20, by their fruit you will know them….

But he said something else really profound about bearing fruit,

in today’s verse from Luke 13:6-9. 

Remember what we heard? 

The man wanted to chop down the fruitless tree, but the other one begged for one more year to fertilize it and help it to bear fruit?

Sounds like such an innocent story, 

But let’s see not really a topic we hear much about in church is it? 

I mean, we really should hear more about these things, but we don’t. 

Our bible translators were just being polite---the word for what the guy wanted to give that tree to help it bear fruit is well…..just plain old manure. 

My uncle swears by it for his tomatoes, 

And boy those are some awesome tomatoes,

If you can handle the smell of his garden.

Manure. Not the stuff of sermons. 

But probably should be. 

We all walk through the manure of life. 

You do, don’t you? 

I sure do…been walking through quite a bit lately myself. 

The Message Bible translator, Eugene Peterson, 

calls Luke 13:6 “The Manure Story”.

He says, “Manure is not a quick fix. …It is not … not glamorous work, not work that gets anyone's admiring attention. 

..Still, when it comes to doing something about what is wrong in the world, Jesus is known for his fondness for the minute, the invisible, the quiet, the slow—yeast, salt, seeds, light. And manure.

Manure … is refuse. Garbage. We organize efficient and sometimes elaborate systems to collect it, haul it away, get it out of sight and smell. But the observant and wise know that this apparently dead and despised waste is teeming with life—enzymes, numerous microorganisms. It's the stuff of resurrection.

Eugene Peterson, Tell It Slant (Eerdmans, 2008), pp. 69–70

Why would Jesus tell this story about manure?

And talk so much about bearing fruit?

And then Paul talk about the fruits of the Spirit?

Could there be some connection?

I think the connection is closer than we’d like to admit. 

In Galatians 5, Paul is talking about living free

Under the power of the Spirit, not as slaves to the flesh. 

But in order to live free in the Spirit,

We are crucified with Christ—we die to ourselves, 

We let go of our lives,  

And all the mess that’s associated with our lives, 

And in doing so, we bear the fruits of the Spirit. 

These things like love, joy, peace and patience

Are not things that we conjure up ourselves,

We don’t get peace and patience just be trying….(have you tried that??)

They come forth like vegetables out of a garden,

They grow out of our living relationship with Jesus

And they come after we’ve died to ourselves and the mess of our lives

If you think about it, 

The way it happens is another metaphor for….manure.

In order to bear fruit—something dead has to go into the ground. 

Jesus once said a  ‘kernel of wheat must die and fall into the ground”

So it might live once again.

So this might just be some of the BEST NEWS you’ve heard 

In a sermon before!

Because we’ve all got manure in our lives!

Hooray—maybe you’ve got truckloads of it like I have!

The question is, will we allow our Savior Jesus Christ 

To use that mess, that dead stuff, that you know what, 

To fertilize the ground in our hearts, 

So we might bear more fruit?

Or will we simply sit with the manure?

Sometimes we do. We just let it go. 

You know what entropy means?

It’s that scientific principle that in isolation nature tends from order to disorder. In other words, when left alone, things tend to fall apart.

We all know this. If you don’t tend to your house, it will fall apart.

Same with your family.

Same with your heart.

Same with the garden of your entire life. 

Presbyterian Pastor John Ortberg, who wrote our adult Sunday school book, “If You Want to Walk on Water, You’ve Got to Get Out of the Boat”, has a sermon about entropy and the garden of your life.

He says, “Proverbs 24:30–34 says: I was going past a vineyard, and it was a mess. There were thorns all over the place, the grounds were covered with weeds, and the walls were falling down.

.. in the ancient Middle East, a piece of land capable of growing crops was one of the most valuable things in the world. To be the owner of a vineyard was to be blessed with the opportunity of a lifetime. …

I believe everybody gets a vineyard. …You got your body, your mind, your will, and some relationships. You got financial resources and the chance to do some good work. You got a soul. Everybody gets a vineyard, and that vineyard is your one and only shot on this planet. It's the opportunity of a lifetime, and you don't even have to care for it on your own. God will partner with you.

Nonetheless, God never forces anybody to take action and care for their vineyard. The writer of this Proverb sees that the vineyard could have been a thing of beauty. It could have been a source of pride, joy, and income to the owner. It could have been a blessing to everybody around it, … But the vineyard the writer observed wasn't any of those things. It fell tragically short of what it might have been. The writer wonders why: Was there some catastrophe? Was there a drought, flood, fire, or some other disaster? No. It was just sheer negligence on the part of the owner of the vineyard. He had no idea what he had. He was throwing away the opportunity of a lifetime. That's the strange power of entropy. It's not even a thing. It's sheer neglect, and people throw their lives away because of it everyday. …

People have these fantasies: I want the perfect marriage, .. circle of friends…career … education; if I can't have that, then I won't do anything. The writer of Proverbs says we must start with reality. Work the land that is your land—your body, your life, your relationships, your work—because that vineyard is all you have. If it's ever going to be different, it won't be because the vineyard fairy comes and sprinkles fairy dust on it. It will be because you asked God to help you. It will be because you've asked him, "What's the next step that you want me to take?"

John Ortberg, in his sermon "Intercepting Entropy," www.preachingtoday.com
You know what the vineyard needs, according to Jesus and Paul?

Some carefully utilized manure!

We joke about it, but it’s no joke—I know. 

Letting God use the suffering and hardship of your life 

for some good down the road…..nothing to joke about.

Letting God use the trials and tribulations of your days 

To make you stronger and more compassionate and understanding,

Letting God make your suffering produce endurance, and endurance produce character as it says in 2 Corinthians, 

Letting God turn your sorrow into joy as it says in Psalm 30,

These things are not one bit simple or easy……

But it is life-giving. 

And Life-changing. 

And fruit-bearing. 

My Grandpa Bill suffered for years with bone cancer

I saw it slowly eat through his neck and back, and still he would play with us, 

Wearing his braces, with a smile on his face, and his faith shining through. 

One of his favorite hymns was It is Well With My Soul, and I remember singing it at his services. 

You know the story behind it? 

Horatio Spafford, a wealthy Chicago businessman sent his wife Anna and four daughters on a ship from NY to France in November 1873. But when a storm came up and their ship collided with an English vessel, Anna watched as her four daughters were swept out to sea, and Horatio received a cable with the news. When his own ship passed the place where his daughters were swept away he sat down and composed a hymn that would comfort so many, “It Is Well With My Soul” in memory of his precious girls. 

John Huffman, "The Fruit of the Spirit Is Peace," PreachingToday.com
Nicholas Wolterstorff, after losing his own son, wrote one of the most comforting books on grief ever written, called Lament for a Son. 

C.S. Lewis, after losing his wife Joy, wrote the classic “A Grief Observed”.

I dare say my own ministry has been deepened through 

loss of loved ones, relationships, struggles of children, 

trials of finances and illness, 

These things have cultivated the garden of my life and 

Made me a much stronger and more understanding person 

Those who have suffered, 

Those whose lives have been shall we say thoroughly fertilized, 

Have much to say, much to share, much to offer to the world, 

To their families, to the church……

And they can bear so, so much fruit, 

If their lives are turned over to the loving gardeners hands 

Of Jesus Christ. 

I’m talking about YOU dear friends. 

You—and your life, in the hands of Jesus. 

Will you allow Him to be you gardener?

To fertilize you for another year?

To allow those things that need to die, to die?

So you might bear the fruits of the Spirit?

May we all live for

Love joy, peace, patience, kindness, gentleness, faithfulness, generosity, and self-control. 

Amen. 

