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 Every person here has been faced with the anguish of a disappointed 

expectation.  A failed pregnancy, a promotion that never comes, moving to the 

next step of life like buying a house or retirement, or health expectation that 

despite all we did to prepare – despite our efforts and all we did to put the plans 

in motion – going through treatments perhaps, saving money as best we could, 

working hard in the hopes we would be rewarded…at the end of the day, the 

dream we were shooting for does not come to fruition, seemingly through no 

fault of our own. 

 Our scripture from Isaiah paints a picture of just such a disappointment.  A 

farmer has carefully planted and tended to the vineyard.  Done everything and 

more to ensure a healthy crop and yet, at harvest time, she yields nothing but 

wild grapes…a mess, nothing she can use nor wants.  And the farmer is left 

disappointed, no more than disappointed, she is furious and asking those 

questions we all ask in those moments when life lets us down…why?  Why did this 

happen this way?  Is there something I should’ve done differently?  “What more 

was there to do for my vineyard that I have not done it?” 

 Have you ever asked that question?  Especially over the last few years?  The 

world has changed so much the plans and ways of doing things don’t seem to 

work anymore and its left a lot of us wondering…what more is there to do? 
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 Our scripture from Isaiah takes a dramatic turn and the expression turns to 

anger and resentment.  “And now I will tell you what I will do to my 

vineyard”…not with it, not for it, but to it.  “ I will remove its hedge, and it shall be 

devoured;  I will break down its wall, I will make it a waste.”  Basically a 

wasteland...and the last comment, makes us realize just who the farmer is...this 

isn't’ just any story or parable…the farmer says, “ I will also command the clouds 

that they rain no rain upon it.”  And now we know…the farmer is God.  No other 

can command the rain.  And I think we can understand as we look around the 

world today, perhaps God is feeling exhausted by how we just keep messing it up.  

But would God actually give up on us?  I mean there’s Psalm after Psalm that says 

God’s love endures forever, right?  But the prophet seems to have a different 

message.  That maybe there is a line in the sand for God after all. 

 We often read these passages from the Old Testament and say well that’s 

the Old Testament God – YHWY…The New Testament God – the one that Jesus 

talks of and Paul and all the talk of love and understanding…that God changed.  

That God became a gentler God, a more forgiving God than the one that prophets 

have been talking to us about through our scriptural journey this summer. 

 Is that really true?  Did God condemn for the sake of condemning – because 

God can – I mean he’s God…but through Jesus, God is less judgmental of us?  Has 

He has lowered his expectations? 

 Our New Testament scripture from Luke we find Jesus in a literal fire and 

brimstone sermon.  He’s not giving us some nice, gentle little parable – he’s 

preaching with passion and concern for us.  “I came to bring fire to the earth, and 
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how I wish it were already kindled!”  Fire – now Jesus isn’t talking about the fire 

that heats your stove, he’s talking about the fire the ignites your heart.  “Do you 

think that I have come to bring peace to the earth?  No, I tell you, but rather 

division!”  Does this not speak to who we are right now.  I honestly can hardly 

think of anything that doesn’t force you in some way to be divided from others – 

even your own family which Jesus warns about in this scripture.  We divide 

ourselves right now – identify with what channel we watch for news, what 

political party we identify with, what religion we follow, what race, what sports 

team, what human rights we believe in.   

 Here is your New Testament God.   What we fail to see when put God into 

the “good cop or bad cop” category, is we fail to recognize that repentance is NOT 

a punishment upon us.  The God who wants to stop the rain and dry up the 

vineyard, does so not to punish but to change our course.  The fire that Jesus 

speaks of is the power of God to effect change in the face of formidable 

resistance.  No wonder fire becomes symbolic also of judgment, because 

judgment is another way of speaking about how unrighteousness, idolatry and 

injustice cannot exist in God’s presence.  The fire Jesus wants to kindle is a fire of 

change – no wonder he is so eager to strike the match. 

 The passion that we hear from Isaiah and the frustration is the voice of God 

igniting us.  When we are in God’s presence, when God is at the center of what 

we do and within our world, that means that oppression has to go.  Greed has to 

go.  Idolatry has to go.  Same with exploitation, dehumanization, narcissism, 

racism….and why…is it because we’re bad and need to be punished?  Were the 
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Israelites needing punishment like a naughty dog?  Or is it that God want better 

for His creation?    

 Jesus leaves us with a question in his frustration…”do you not know how to 

interpret the present time?”  He likens this to the weather…now, we aren’t 

expected to all be meteorologists and be able to explain barometric pressure and 

why clouds and storms form the way they do, but we do know enough to get out 

of the rain.  We may not know all the political ranglings that have led us to where 

we are today, but I think we all know that things are not right and need to change.   

Jesus speaks in Luke of repentance as a changed mind.  It is what happens when 

we look at ourselves and our world from God’s perspective and in accordance to 

God’s commitment to justice and solidarity with our neighbor. 

 We are not expected to grasp the big picture but we don’t have to.  We 

only have to focus on the world as God see’s it…helping the orphan, the poor, the 

lost and the confused.  Ensuring enough for all through justice and equality.  Like 

the impending storm, we certainly know when things need to change or we need 

to go in a different direction.  We know because of the fire that is within our 

hearts, placed there by God, to move mountains.  And when we do God’s work in 

this regard, it can create divisions – divisions created by a sharply conflicted 

society, but at least we’re following someone who knows the way. 

 I’m going to take a bit of a left turn and read scripture from Luke 13:1-

9…listen to this passage as it relates to what we are talking about today. 
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Luke 13:1-9 

13 At that very time there were some present who told Jesus[a] about the 

Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. 2 He asked 

them, “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they 

were worse sinners than all other Galileans? 3 No, I tell you, but unless you 

repent you will all perish as they did. 4 Or those eighteen who were killed 

when the tower of Siloam fell on them—do you think that they were worse 

offenders than all the other people living in Jerusalem? 5 No, I tell you, but 

unless you repent you will all perish just as they did.” 

The Parable of the Barren Fig Tree 

6 Then he told this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard, 

and he came looking for fruit on it and found none. 7 So he said to the man 

working the vineyard, ‘See here! For three years I have come looking for 

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

wasting the soil?’ 8 He replied, ‘Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig 

around it and put manure on it. 9 If it bears fruit next year, well and good, 

but if not, you can cut it down.’ ” 

 This week author Salman Rushie was attacked while at a lecture at the 

Chautauqua Institution…a man stormed the stage and beat him and stabbed him 

in the neck.  He had to be transported by helicopter to the hospital and at the 

time of this writing, his condition is not known.  The interviewer also suffered a 

head injury.   

https://www.biblegateway.com/passage/?search=Luke+13%3A1-9&version=NRSVUE#fen-NRSVUE-25512a
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 We are living in a world where talking about anything can be approached 

with violence – guns or knives, fists – instead of words.  We are the fig tree and 

God is waiting to see what we will do.  Will you stand for peace or justice or will 

look the other way – well it isn’t about me.   

 Do we own our part?  Is there a fire in your heart?  Will change come?  Will 

we bear fruit?  Jesus’ message is not one of gloom and doom but one of grace and 

mercy.  Our god was willing to die for us and for this creation.  Our lives must be a 

response – like Jesus with that single-minded determination.  Those activists are 

out there – the Niagara Peacemakers, Salvation Army, Take Back Niagara Falls, 

City Mission – and can I add Bacon Memorial?  Let us come together and set this 

city ablaze! 

Amen 


