Repent or Parish
The title of my message this morning brings to mind something that my mother told me about her childhood. When she was a kid living in Oklahoma her parents took her to a Presbyterian church. Being in the south this church was very much into the hard sell. At one vacation bible school event my mother remembers that they were locked into the sanctuary with the pastor. And he began to yell at them and scream and pound his fists, telling them that they were sinners and if they did not repent they were going to hell. He then went into a long dissertation about why hell was not going to be a pleasant place to be. It was almost as if he had been there. “Today is the day”, he screamed, “and you will not leave this Hall until everyone has gone down on their knees and received Jesus as their savior.”

When we hear repent or parish that is always what comes to mind for me. Needless to say they all knelt down and prayed to receive Christ not because they believed that they needed to live differently, not because they wanted a closer relationship with God, but because they didn’t want to spend any more time with that pastor. That is not what today is going to be about, the doors are unlocked, so you can relax just a little bit. 
They say that philosophy deals with two sorts of questions: Questions to which everybody knows the answer (e.g. Do I really exist?). Questions to which nobody knows the answer (e.g. Why do I exist?). Religious teachers tend to deal with the same sorts of questions, though mostly the second kind - questions to which nobody has the answer: ‘What am I supposed to be doing with my life?’,  ‘Why are things so difficult for me?’, and ‘What are the consequences of so called wrong living?’ This last question is very obviously a religious question. Some would say that it is the religious question. And so it comes as no surprise that people, on more than one occasion, confronted Jesus with this question.
In our scripture lesson today there are people who come to Jesus to ask him why some people died in horrible ways. Specifically there were some Galileans who Pilate retaliated against for their rebellious tendencies by killing them in the place where they were preparing their lambs for the Passover feast. The question is not spelled out but it must have gone something like this. Because this horrible thing happened to these people it must mean that they had done something wrong and God has retaliated against them.
The religious thought of the day was that if something bad happened to you, you probably deserved it. In other words you must have done something wrong to deserve such a horrible death. These Galileans must have been guilty of an incredible sin for God to have allowed such a thing to happen to them. On the other hand they also believed that if something good happened to you, you probably deserved it. You must have been living right in God’s eyes. If nothing bad was happening in your life you can suppose that God considers you one of the good kids. You are righteous just like you thought you were. Thoughts like that tend to float around today, not in the main stream, but on the edge of our consciousness. When some one has something good happen to them they can be heard to say, “I am living right.” 
But remember that I said last week that the good news of Jesus Christ is not that we get what we deserve, but that we get what we absolutely do not deserve. The good news that Jesus has come to preach is that grace is available to all people, no matter whether they are good or bad in the eyes of people. 

So it is not surprising that when people come asking why these Galileans were killed in this way Jesus responds by saying, Luke 13:2-3 “Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.” Jesus is essentially saying, if you think you are better than any of these Galileans, think again. And in case you missed the point he reinforces it with another example. Luke 13:4-5 Or those eighteen who died when the tower in Siloam fell on them--do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish." Jesus is dispelling this theology that says if you are a good person and keep your nose clean God will reward you in this life, and if you don’t bad things will happen to you. 

It is easy to separate ourselves now from this by thinking that nobody today really believes that God will reward you if you live right and punish you if you don’t. But if that is the case why do people ask, when something bad happens in their life, “why is this happening to me?” The question they are really asking is what have I done that is so bad that God would allow this to happen to me? What have I done to deserve this? Or people get mad at God when something doesn’t go the way they want it too and they are mad at God precisely because they believed that they deserved more. Deep down we all sense this - that good should be rewarded and evil punished, that bad things should only happen to bad people and that good, fun-loving, clean-living people like us should be protected from the tragedies of this life.
What Jesus is saying is that most of the time when disasters like this happen no one deserves what has happened to them. In the case of the Galileans they died because of the evil intent of another human being. Pilate gave the order and arranged for their murder. In the case of the eighteen it was just bad luck that they were in the wrong place when the tower collapsed on them. We ignore the dangers of life because we know that to live with the insecurity that anything can happen is no way to live. We like the security of thinking that we are good people therefore nothing bad can happen to us.
Jesus dispels that idea with the phrase, “But unless you repent, you too will all perish.” This phrase also serves to connect the fates of the Galileans and the eighteen to the story of the fig tree which Jesus tells them next. Luke 13:6-9 “A man had a fig tree, planted in his vineyard, and he went to look for fruit on it, but did not find any. So he said to the man who took care of the vineyard, 'For three years now I've been coming to look for fruit on this fig tree and haven't found any. Cut it down! Why should it use up the soil?' ”‘Sir,' the man replied, 'leave it alone for one more year, and I'll dig around it and fertilize it. If it bears fruit next year, fine! If not, then cut it down.' "
Jesus moves from a discussion about physical death to a discussion about something much more important to him which is spiritual death. In telling the story of the fig tree he is talking about the spiritual life of a human being. Our spiritual lives are like a fig tree that is planted in God’s vineyard. Now God owns the vineyard and planted us for a reason. No one would plant a tree for no reason at all. Either it is to provide shade or it is to provide fruit or it is just to look nice but whatever it is we have expectations for the tree. 
The owner of this vineyard is no different. He comes looking for fruit. He wants to see that the relationship that God is seeking in us is growing. He wants to see that we are growing as people not in whether we are good or bad so that we have a good life or a bad life, though those things are important. What he is seeking in his people is how they live in spite to the difficult things they face. 
  St Augustine reflected on this in his book ’City of God’. During the great suffering that occurred when the barbarians sacked Rome, Augustine noted that, when the barbarians raped and pillaged, Christians suffered as much as everyone else! ’Where the axe fell, there people died!’ And he wrote, "Christians differ from pagans not in the ills that befall them but in what they do with the ills that befall them." Jesus is looking for the fruits of the spirit; Galatians 5:5 “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness and self-control.” He is looking for these things not so that he can reward those who have them and ding those who don’t but because these things are our purpose in life. These things are our goal in life. In growing closer to God we do not merit being protected and taken care of but what we do gain are these qualities of life which make life full and rich.  Remember that Jesus says in Matthew 10:28 “Do not fear those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul; rather fear him who can destroy both soul and body in hell.” This is just another indication of where Jesus is headed. By following him we can not expect safety or to escape calamity anymore than any other person, what we do escape is death by inactivity. 

The point of this whole story is that if one bears no fruit and continues one’s lack of productivity and procrastination, then that person should be ready to face the fate of the barren fig tree. There might be a reprieve for a short period of time but eventually we are going to be called to account for the state of our own souls. The Galileans may have died by the malice of some human being; the eighteen in Jerusalem by chance. But the fig tree dies by its own choice. It chooses inactivity and unproductiveness. In the long run this becomes the greater sin. 

Jesus’ warning here hits us where it really hurts, because so often faith has become superstition for us. We wear our lucky talismans and we say our special prayers and make sure we cross ourselves multiple times before we step out into the ring. We protect ourselves with special charms, special spells and powerful beliefs and believe that God is now on the hook to protect us and make life easy. Our faith in God has morphed into a shallow superstition. It’s about security. It’s about feeling vulnerable. It’s about wanting someone to protect us from the evils of this world and the harsh and seemingly random nature of fate. And yet if there’s one thing that Jesus was good at attacking in His ministry, it was a reliance on false securities!

Now we know that there is a security that comes with following Jesus. But it is not a security that acts like a personal force field keeping all the bad things at bay. We still have to face the consequences of our actions whether God forgives us or not. The security we have in God is in our relationship with him in and in having his righteousness credited to our account. Listen to what Paul says in Phillipians3:7-10 “But whatever was to my profit I now consider loss for the sake of Christ. What is more, I consider everything a loss compared to the surpassing greatness of knowing Christ Jesus my Lord, for whose sake I have lost all things. I consider them rubbish, that I may gain Christ and be found in him, not having a righteousness of my own that comes from the law, but that which is through faith in Christ--the righteousness that comes from God and is by faith.” 
This is what we strive for in our walk with God. We will not find in him security from illness, or tragedy, or financial meltdowns, or any other kind of calamity that could come in our lives. But in the face of those things we will be in relationship with a God who loves us and will give us the strength to walk through whatever comes our way. Living with the fruit of the spirit in our lives, living with patience and joy, living with self-control and gentleness, living with love and peace is simply a stronger way to live. But we must choose to begin bearing fruit in our lives and in our hearts. Procrastinating away our time without working on the growth of our relationship with the father will lead to death as surely as any calamity we might face.  
Today Jesus is calling us to seek this stronger more stable way of life that is available to us as we are in relationship with him. This is where the repent or parish comes in because that is the decision we have to make. Will we repent, recognize that we need to change and begin to work toward bearing fruit of this kind or will we die on the vine so to speak? Jesus is willing to give us time and nurture us through the work of the church but it will be up to us to decide what our life is going to be about. He will not force us to kneel right here and make this decision before anyone can leave the room. But he does want us to be aware of the consequences of our choices.

The doors are unlocked and I am sure that you are ready to get away from me as soon as possible, but as you are going today consider this. For the next several weeks ask yourself the question, “What is my life going to be about?” What is my faith going to be about? Are you seeking only a false sense of security or will you ultimately seek the only real hope we have which is our faith in God and the strength of life that comes from him?
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