
Page #1 

 

 
 

   From the Pulpit... 
 

“Mercy and Manure” 
Rev. Julie Sheridan-Smith – Preaching 

Luke 20:9-16, Luke 13:6-9 

September 30, 2018 
 

An interesting thing happened while a group of us on Thursday morning looked at the 

agricultural images connected with the idea of church given for this week. We happened to spend 

our time on the two readings we just heard this morning: the one about the Vineyard and tenants 

who seem at best, greedy and frightened.  Wanting to possess or even take ownership over    

something that isn’t theirs.    

But much of our time was engaged with the parable of the Fig Tree that isn’t bearing fruit. 

And before we actually read the Bible lesson, we started by discussing the context of that 

particular parable, noting that just before this lesson, Jesus has been speaking with and about the 

Pharisees and Lawyers, noting a clash between their worldviews and his purpose and message.    

Of course, after this, more trouble is brewing between them. So, when we come to this parable, 

Jesus has been speaking to the disciples about being vigilant in coming troubles, to be watchful, 

but also to trust and not to be worried.  

And then we read the parable.   

And as always in our conversation about the scripture, we engaged deeply and imaginatively     

as we had the week before.  But it was also interesting that it felt as if this week there were some 

portions of our discussion, that seemed to take apart and reshape the parables with “what if” 

scenarios that leaned toward changing something about the story or parable itself. 

 After all, why was a fig tree planted in a vineyard…that doesn’t make any sense, they wouldn’t 

grow well together.  Maybe it wasn’t planted, but rather grew there from a seed that drifted in.    

Or, we wondered what the problem here was, as fig trees can take years to actually produce some 

fruit, so what was the fuss?  And even though that is true, the story highlights that this lack of 

fruit is indeed a problem. And underneath that thought one could speculate, if God is the man 

who owns the vineyard, then that is a cranky, impatient God.  And I don’t think I like that. 

And I needed to remind us a few times that we aren’t here to “change” the lesson or story to have 

it make more sense to us, but to listen to what we hear in the given lesson and discuss.   

Now, please don’t see this as a critique of the discussion as I think this is fully part of the process 

of listening.  Because some of the questions we will address each week, as we look to these 
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images of the Church in the Bible are: Is our role or purpose reflected here? Is there something 

that the Church is called to be or do? Is there something we hear in this image that makes us 

uncomfortable?   

And, on Thursday as we wrestled with these parables some of the uncomfortable thoughts that 

were voiced were; “this parable seems to suggest our time is limited, with a threat of being cut 

down” and “could it be possible that we are wasting our ‘soil,’ wasting the gifts we have been 

given?” And certainly, we drew some positive relationships from this as well, about hope and 

nurture.                                                                                                                                            

But another even more difficult question that draws from these images of vineyard and fruit tree 

is, “what qualifies as bearing fruit?” What do we see?  What does the world see?   

And I think that some of these issues discussed resonate with the question that was raised during 

last week’s sermon when Marty spoke of tension concerning how we respond to church scandals 

in the news, and the message that sends, especially to those who don’t have, or don’t want to 

have, a relationship with a church?  And this resurfaced again with this week’s question by some 

during Bible study who asked, “what qualifies as bearing fruit?” 

And the beauty of it is, there is no one size fits all answer to that. And the reason this is beautiful 

– is because we have the opportunity to wrestle with these questions together. And that is the 

very picture that sees mercy in the manure at the end of the parable…for as someone noted,                         

the tree has not been left to its own devices, there is time and care given to it.   

And this is a very important point because rather than worrying and leaping ahead to what could 

happen at the end of the year if the tree doesn’t bear fruit; the mercy in the manure offers a 

season to imagine what possibilities God will nurture during that time. 

Recently, we have also talked about where Jesus says, “I am the vine and you are the branches” 

and we do grasp that, somehow being close to Jesus gives us life.   

But another portion of that same scripture says, “Every branch that bears fruit [God] prunes to 

make it bear more fruit.” And we wonder what God may want pruned or cut down?    What 

would God change about the Church in order to make it healthier? 

You see, in these agricultural images that we relate to the Church, are images of potential, but we 

may need to embrace that it is a potential rooted in repentance, change, renewal.                                                                                 

And any of us that have a basic understanding of agricultural life know that it is based on and 

impacted by seasons.                                                                                                                                      

And for the Church we can see this as seasons, for re orientation, renewal, hope and growth. 

 

I am always intrigued and grateful for the strange ways God puts things together.   

A year ago, as moderator of the Wisconsin Congregational Association we began to plan for a 

gathering that happened yesterday. We invited a speaker to spend the day leading us through 

discussions and practices titled “Getting Ready for Renewal.”   

A few months ago Marty and I discussed this sermon series we are doing now, and Marty laid 

out the schedule.                                                                                                                                                     

And that is where God was clearly meddling in our plans, as a number of the things we discussed 



Page #3 

on Saturday resonated with these agricultural images that happened to be scheduled for a Sunday 

I would preach.                               

The speaker talked about the importance of looking with new eyes at the corner of the vineyard 

God has planted us in and asking ourselves; what is God calling us to do and be NOW in our 

corner of the vineyard? 

He reminded us, that in preparing for renewal, we have to have the imagination that something 

new is possible.                                                                                                                                                 

He gave us a great illustration through a story about a zoo where he lived that had made a new 

open environment for their polar bears, so they would no longer have to live in cages.   

But an interesting thing happened when these polar bears were first introduced into this new   

open environment, they all moved and paced around in a space that matched the size of their 

previous cages. They could not initially see the freedom they had been given until they had lived 

into the change.                                                                                                                                                 

And I found myself thinking about this parable of the Fig Tree, and the freedom to grow that was 

being offered to it, as well as the time to live into the change - or manure - that was given to it. 

 

Our Call to Meditation this morning is the purpose statement this church adopted a few years 

ago. It says, “Our purpose is to grow and deepen Christian discipleship in a faith community 

guided by the Holy Spirit.” And the visual image we attached to it in its inception was that of a 

tree with many roots. And this seems so applicable to our parable today. 

We should be called to consider this deeply. What does that purpose statement mean to the 

“way” we are Church?  And what does that mean to the message we send and share?  

In so many areas of life we are experiencing a cognitive dissonance, where the behavior, 

position, and authority of people or institutions don’t match up with the kind of respect and 

authority we want to give them.  

We are impatient with politics and systems…we are tired of corruption and scandal… and 

pointing fingers at each other.  

I recently read a facebook post from someone I know, who wrote about the scandals coming out 

of churches saying, “I cannot wait until the institution of the Church is destroyed and gone.”      

At first I felt angry, personally attacked. She could have been saying - as our parable does, “I 

have been looking for fruit on this fig tree, and still I find none. Cut it down! Why should it be 

wasting the soil?” 

But then I heard the hurt that was there in her response,  as well as the call for me to enter into 

the grace and space that is offered by Jesus, the gardener who says, give me a bit more time to 

make this grow.   

The speaker yesterday also talked about another image of the church in the Bible as he reminded 

us that the Bible’s vision of the Church is that of a contrast community; a people faithful to their 

promises to love their enemies, to tell the truth, to welcome the stranger and honor the poor.                                                            
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And I believe that if we, the Church, are an offering to the world, if we are a contrast to those 

things that inundate us in the news, or on places like facebook, then we must be in a constant 

evolving season of change and renewal- that is God given.                                                                     

And if that is the case, then this parable of mercy and manure may be a lesson that can both 

disquiet us,  and offer hope.  

So yes, these two parables this morning carry the idea of a judgement day, which can sound dire.     

And they are also understood as stories that speak a warning and call to repentance or change – 

which at minimum can make us uncomfortable.  But remember, in the midst of these 

uncomfortable lessons sits God’s mercy.                                                                                                                

And in the parable of the Fig tree, mercy looks like manure, given to encourage the possibility to 

bear fruit.  

But even if we trust in this, we may feel as if we don’t know what to do with all that manure-      

so remember we are not the solution.     God’s mercy is.                                      

And that season that is offered in the text isn’t about finding the right program for a quick fix it.  

It is about a season of opening ourselves toward God’s vision and God’s way, not leaping ahead 

to the end point of the given “year,” but simply entering in. 

May we enter in together, 

Amen 

 

 

 

 


