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Sanctify us in your truth, O Lord; your word is truth.  

Last Sunday, we talked about hens…because of Jesus’ image of a mother hen gathering her chicks.  Today we’re back on the farm once again, and – also once again – it brings back my memories of spending a week on my cousin’s farm every summer.  
At age six or seven, I would sit on Howard’s lap and steer the tractor, hauling grain into town to the elevator.  At age ten, I drove that tractor solo….and do you know what my first job was?....spreading manure!

Thus began my life-long fascination with…..

dung!  In my first parsonage in northwest Iowa, the only space for a garden was underneath a tree, and everybody said “nothing will grow there.”  But I had a secret ingredient!  One of the members of that parish gave me chicken…manure, and that garden produced beyond my wildest imaginations!

Back in Rochester, Minnesota, I had a garden that measured 50 feet by 50 feet, and every fall I’d hitch up the trailer to the car and take it to my neighbor, who boarded horses, and with his front-end loader he would drop bucket after bucket of horse….

manure.  
And after it spent a year in my compost pile, I would spread it on my garden in the spring, dreaming of the peas and beans and broccoli and potatoes that would be born out of it.

I apologize, folks, this is crude talk, I know….

manure, dung…we all know more offensive words…

not fit for polite church conversation, is it?  But it is the key to our Gospel this morning.

Things are desperate here….a fig tree has been using up space in a vineyard for at least three years now, and has not yet given back any figs.  The owner wants to cut it down.  But not the gardener…the gardener wants to give it time…time for drastic, earthy measures.  “Let it alone,” he says….put a little manure on it.

Oh, this story is all good news, folks….it’s all about grace and mercy.  Oh, not the dignified, “O Lord, have mercy upon us” kind of mercy….not the church kind of mercy.  No, this is the “spread-a-little-manure-on-it,” barnyard variety of mercy.

We’ve all experienced some of that gracious fertilizing in our lives, haven’t we?  Last Sunday I told this story in our worship class, and I’m sure I’ve told it to others of you before.  I attended a Lutheran parochial school, and in the sixth grade it was time for all of us to be a part of the school’s magnificent Chancel Choir.  This was no simple children’s choir, folks; we sang everything in three-part harmony.
Well, not me…at least not at the beginning.  One day, the director, E.O. Hillman, stopped our singing and demanded to know, “Who’s the bear?”  It turned out to be me.  I couldn’t carry a tune in a bucket.  Mr. Hillman told me to mouth the words.

But one afternoon my sixth grade teacher, Viola Dahlquist, took me up to the piano in the church balcony.  She plunked a note on the piano and told me to find that note with my voice.  My voice, as usual, wavered all over the place searching for that note…and eventually – wonder of wonders! – it found it.  She plunked another note, and I found that one, too.  In one-half hour, Viola Dahlquist taught me how to sing.  She spread a little manure 50 years ago, and my vocal cords have been bearing fruit ever since – oh, not great fruit, but I can at least sing!

Who have been some of the manure-spreaders in your life?  I remember a campus pastor during my first year at the University of Iowa, who fertilized my life when I was going through some of that freshman “angst.”  Wondering what to do with my life…wondering even if life had meaning…and a prayer he prayed for me…well, it produces fruit still today in my life.

How many marriages have I seen, where they come in to see me as a pastor, telling me the love is gone…they want to call it quits…to “cut it down.”  What they often mean is, “We’re unhappy.”  Or, “it’s gotten tough.”  They’re miserable and they don’t know what to do with their misery except to quit.

And yet, very possibly, they are on the verge of painful but essential self-discovery and possible rebirth.  By splitting and quitting they are going to forfeit their one chance to grow up and become really interesting human beings.  The word to this couple needs to be:  “Put some manure on it.  Stay.  Give it more time.”

I asked you before, “Who are some of the manure-spreaders in your life?”  Maybe a grandmother who brought you to church, read the bible stories to you?  Maybe a teacher who gave you the attention and encouragement you needed to blossom?  You’ve been fertilized, folks!  You’ve been fertilized!

And it’s all grace….it’s all grace.  It begins in grace, it ends in grace.  We could maybe paraphrase that children’s barnyard song:  Here a grace, there a grace, everywhere a little grace…
Our Gospel story even begins in grace.  Did you notice that?  The owner here is principally a grape-grower.  The fig tree has been planted in his vineyard more out of personal delight than as a cash crop.  What could be more gracious than that!?!
And isn’t that God’s attitude toward the world as well?  It’s all grace from the very beginning.  Grace is not just something which God drags in later on in order to patch up the messes.

Isn’t that the way it all began for us, too…in grace?  Just the gracious gift of life itself…handed to us as a gift from our Creator.  Or the gracious gift of new life which we all received in our Baptism.  It was manure, dung, to get our life going!

I stopped by the home of Austin and Amanda Wallis earlier this week to talk about baptism for their newborn son, and I shared with them that wonderful baptismal prayer that William Sloan Coffin would pray at Yale University’s Battell Chapel whenever there was a baptism:

Little child, for you Jesus Christ came, he struggled, he suffered; for you he traversed the agony of Gethsemane and the darkness of Calvary; for you he cried out, “It is finished.”  For you he triumphed over death.  All for you.  
Yet you, little child, know nothing of all this.  But this is confirmed in the word of the Apostle, “We love God because God first loved us.”

People, our baptism is dung, manure, spread on thick at the beginning of our life so that it will bear fruit.

Shusaku Endo, a Japanese novelist – a Christian – has written about the power of baptism in his book, The Samurai.  Set in 17th-century Japan, at the beginning of the persecution of Christians in that country, it tells the story of a Samurai who is chosen to accompany a Catholic priest to visit the Pope in Rome, hoping to encourage the westerners to trade with Japan.

The Samurai is not a believer, yet he consents to being baptized, thinking that that will help the cause of his trading mission.  And then, wonder of wonders, mystery of mysteries, the baptism begins working on this samurai!  At the very end he is martyred for the faith.  His baptism was dung, manure, causing the seed that was planted in him to bear fruit.

Isn’t that what we pray for our children?  That the powerful grace, manure, dung, of their baptism will continue to work in them…like it did in the samurai?

You see, the end result of all this manure-spreading is supposed to be figs on the tree….our lives bearing fruit.  Because you and I are called to be manure-spreaders, too!  That’s what this amazing grace, this powerful dung, does to us:  it moves us to share it with others.

That’s where the ending of Jesus’ story really lies….it lies in us!  Did you notice?  The story that Jesus told has no other ending.  Did the tree bear fruit?  Was the manure effective?  We aren’t told!

Did a miracle occur?  Did the dung do it?  We just don’t know.  All we are told is that, for the time being, the fig tree is still there.  There is still time.

And you and I know that barrenness has been overturned before, don’t we?  Sarah was barren, without a child well into her old age.  But she laughed all the way from the geriatric ward to the delivery room!  And so we keep on being manured…and manuring others as well.
A seminary classmate of mine tells a story about staying in a little chalet in Innsbruck, Austria.  He was admiring the beautiful geraniums growing all along the front of the inn.  They were the healthiest, brightest red geraniums he had ever seen.

“How red these flowers are!  How do you do it?” he asked.  “What sort of fertilizer do you use?”

“Blut,” the landlady replied, “blut.”  Blood!  “My husband brings me a gallon of blood from the slaughter house each week.  These flowers grow best with blood.”

“Let it alone,” the gardener says, “let it alone.”  The Greek word there is …the very same word used in the New Testament for…forgiveness!  “” the gardener says, “Let it alone.  I’ll put manure on it.”   “” Jesus says from the cross, “Let it alone…let it be…forgive them for they know not what they do!”

And his blood dripped down, fertilizer for us, sinking down deep into our roots, so that you and I might bear fruit….so that we might have time to bear fruit.
