Cut It Down or Mulch It?

Heather Kirk-Davidoff




    Kittamaqundi Community Church

March 11, 2007—The Third Sunday in Lent


       Isaiah 55:1-9; Luke 13:1-9


During the Lenten season here at KC we’re been working with the image of our spiritual lives—individually and collectively—as a road that we are called to travel along.  It’s a familiar image, of course, but also a provocative one.  As I’ve thought about our reflections so far, I’ve found myself wondering:  if we’re all on the road, where is God?  If you were to imagine your spiritual life as a journey, where would you place God?


Would you put God way back at the beginning of the journey?  That’s part of what Florence did last week when she connected our spiritual journeys to Abram’s journey, thousands of years ago.


Or maybe you’d put God all the way at the end of our journey.  That’s to say that the point of our journey is to move closer and closer to God.  Or maybe it’s to say that we’ll only really reach God at the very end of our journey, when we die.  Maybe then we’ll see God face to face.


Or maybe you could imagine God walking along beside you, guiding you every step of the way.  That’s seems to be what Jesus calls his disciples to do—to walk alongside of him, to make his way our way.


But do you ever think of God as sitting off to the side of the road you’re traveling, watching you as you go along and checking to see if you’re doing it right?  Sometimes we can imagine God like this—like a police car parked behind the bushes with the radar out, checking everyone’s speed, checking to see if everyone comes to a complete stop at the stop sign, checking to see that you use your blinkers and your taillight is working.  And if you do anything wrong, the lights go off, the sirens flash, and you’re pulled off the road.


That may not be an image of God that we really love to think about—it may not be an image of God that we want to acknowledge that we even have.  But sometimes, when bad things happen in our lives or in our world, that image pops up in our brains, almost out of nowhere.  I must have done something wrong for this bad thing to have happened to me, we think.  When we hear about some disaster or accident, we can’t help but wonder what the person who suffered did to bring that suffering on themselves.  In the scripture passage we just heard from Luke’s gospel, Jesus is talking about two recent tragedies that made his listeners wonder what God was up to.  Did God make use of a blood-thirsty tryant or a falling building to “get” a group of really rotten sinners?  Absolutely not, Jesus says.  God’s not like that.  God doesn’t wait for us to do something wrong and then zap us dead.


So where is God on our journey, then?  As soon as we throw out the image of God as the police car in the bushes, it’s tempting to think of God as a rest stop.  That’s to say, our spiritual lives are the way in which we pull out of the rat race of life for a while.  Our time with God is when we fill up our tanks, clean our windshields, stretch our legs and maybe even take a nap.  Isn’t that an appealing image?  A lot of us think of church that way, actually.  And God does restore our souls, as the 23rd Psalm puts it.  But if we hold to this image too tightly, we’ll convince ourselves that God doesn’t really want us to move anywhere.  We’ll think that the rest stop is actually our destination.  


Friends, God’s call is not for us to just stay parked at the rest stop.  And we know in our guts—and we know from the stories of how God acts towards people in the Bible, and we know from the stories we have heard about the lives of faithful people who we respect and admire—that God calls us to move away from the familiar into places of new life, just like God called Abram.  Movement, growth and transformation are all defining aspects of the spiritual life.  Our spiritual life is meant to be a road, not a rest stop.  Jesus wants his listeners to remember that.  As soon as Jesus says that God isn’t out to catch and arrest people, he reminds his listeners of their need to repent, to move away from old patterns and practices into new life. 


In the second part of our scripture reading this morning, Jesus makes the same point by telling a story—a parable—about a fig tree.  There once was a fig tree, Jesus says, that has not produced any figs.  One gardener looks at it and wants to cut it down.  This tree is a waste of soil, that gardener says.  But another gardener looks at that tree and sees something different.  This tree needs mulch, the gardener says.  This tree needs nourishment, and this tree needs time.  This tree can still bear fruit.  


Just as in the first part of this reading, Jesus is arguing here with those who think that all God does is watch us, evaluating our usefulness, and cutting us off if we don’t measure up.  To those who have this view, Jesus suggests that there is another gardener at work, and this gardener doesn’t stand back and judge.  This gardener walks along with a huge wheelbarrow of mulch and a shovel capable of loosening up even the hardest soil.  This is not a gardener who looks at a barren tree and shrugs and says, “Well, let’s just let it be.  It could just be an ornamental shrub.  We shouldn’t lay all these heavy assumptions on it about its need to bear fruit.”  No, this gardener has a clear expectation that every tree in the garden will bear fruit, good fruit that can nourish others.  But this expectation is coupled with good, sound agricultural knowledge.  The gardener also expects a fruit-bearing tree to need mulch.  The gardener expects the tree to need time before it reaches maturity.  The gardener expects to be needed, to be involved, to companion the tree every step of the way towards fruitfulness.


Perhaps the spiritual life is like a garden, perhaps its like a journey down a road.  There are so many ways to imagine it, and in the end maybe it doesn’t matter what image we use.  But occasionally, we need to step back and examine the images we use, the stories we tell ourselves and others about who God is and how God shows up in our lives.  When we do this, sometimes we will notice that we’ve given God a job, given God a role, that has let us off the hook, relieved us of our need to keep growing, keep moving in the spiritual life.  When we encounter an image, for example, of a gardener who wants to cut down a tree that hasn’t borne fruit, I wonder if that image is one of God.  Maybe, we are that impatient gardener, frustrated with the time and energy and effort that seems to be required to have a spiritual life, anxious for a quick fix and an easy solution.
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