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Barriers to Belief: What Seems to Take Too Long

Luke 13:6-9
Five hundred twenty-five thousand six hundred minutes.

That’s how the musical Rent invites us to measure a year.

Five hundred twenty-five thousand moments so dear. . . .
In daylights, in sunsets, in midnights, in cups of coffee
In inches, in miles, in laughter, in strife. . . .
Five hundred twenty-five thousand journeys to plan.
Five hundred twenty-five thousand six hundred minutes. . . .

How do we measure a year? It may depend upon our perspective. We might see a year as a period of time that’s filled with opportunity and promise; days that fly by if we don’t make a point to pay attention to each one. Or a year might feel like an endless span we simply have to slog through, hoping against hope that nothing too bad will happen. Or maybe a year seems to take too long; it keeps us waiting and leads to our giving up hope that anything new might happen.

A year came to take on a new meaning for the novelist Isabel Allende.

In 1992 Allende’s 28-year-old daughter Paula was in a coma. For an entire year the author cared for her daughter at home and then held her as she died.

Allende remembers that as a year of agony. And what followed as a year of grieving. A year during which everything stopped for this mother and author. A year when there seemed to be nothing to do but cry and remember.

But that year gave Allende an opportunity to reflect on her journey and the principles that held her together. She recalls that she had lived “with passion and in a hurry, trying to accomplish too many things,” never taking time to think about her beliefs.

But that changed during the year after her daughter’s death. As Allende reflected on her journey, she discovered a consistency in her beliefs, her writing, and the way she led her life. She realized that she hadn’t changed, that she was the same girl she’d been fifty years ago, the same young woman she’d been in the 70s. She still had a lust for life and a fierce independence. She still craved justice and easily fell madly in love.

She also recognized that her daughter—who’d spent a year paralyzed and silent in bed—had taught her a lesson, a lesson that has become the author’s mantra: “You only have what you give. It’s by spending yourself that you become rich.”

Her daughter had lived a life of service. She’d worked as a volunteer, helping women and children eight hours a day, six days a week. She’d never had any money, but she’d needed very little. When she died she had nothing and needed nothing.

During her daughter’s illness Allende had to let go of everything: her daughter’s “laughter, her voice, her grace, her beauty, her company, and finally her spirit.”

The novelist recalls that when her daughter died, she thought she’d lost everything. “But,” she writes, “then I realized I still had the love I had given her. I don’t even know if she was able to receive that love. She could not respond in any way, her eyes were somber pools that reflected no light. But I was full of love and that love keeps growing and multiplying and giving fruit.

“The pain of losing my child was a cleansing experience. I had to throw overboard all excess baggage and keep only what is essential. Because of Paula, I don’t cling to anything anymore. Now I like to give much more than to receive. I am happier when I love than when I am loved. . . .

“Give, give, give — what is the point of having experience, knowledge, or talent if I don’t give it away? Of having stories if I don’t tell them to others? Of having wealth if I don’t share it? I don’t intend to be cremated with any of it! It is in giving that I connect with others, with the world, and with the divine.”

A year of pain and loss. A year of reflection and revelation. A year that made a difference.

Do we believe that a year can make a difference? The parable we heard in today’s reading from Luke holds out the hope that it just might.

 It’s a simple story. A man has a fig tree planted in his vineyard. He comes looking for fruit on it, but he doesn’t find any. So he says to the gardener, “Look, it’s been three years. I keep coming to find fruit on this tree, but it’s always the same—nothing. Just cut it down. Why should we let it waste the soil?”

It’s starting to sound like a story about judgment. At the beginning of Luke’s gospel John the Baptist warns about harsh judgment for people who fail to repent: “Even now the ax is lying at the root of the trees. Every tree, therefore, that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the fire.”

So maybe we expect that the gardener will simply follow the owner’s instructions. That his cutting down the tree will be the end of the story.

But sometimes parables can surprise us. Instead of picking up an axe, the gardener offers an alternative: “Sir, let’s give it one more year. Let me dig around it and add some manure and then see what happens. If it bears fruit next year, great. If not, then you can cut it down.”

A year.

Maybe we hear a sense of threat when the gardener makes his suggestion. There’s not much time left. Just a year. Get it right, or it will be the end. No more second chances. No more opportunities to try again.

But maybe we hear urgency and hope in the gardener’s voice. “Give me one more year. I don’t want to give up yet. I think I can help this tree live and produce fruit. Let me do everything I can. Give me a year.” 

A year. A threatening pronouncement or a hopeful possibility.

Today we begin our annual stewardship campaign. Just as with the parable, maybe we think we know how this story will unfold.

We’ll set a goal for the amount of money we’d like to have pledged—a goal we most likely won’t meet. We’ll receive a letter and a pledge form. We’ll hear some announcements and read some words about why it’s important to pledge in support of the church’s budget. Maybe we’ll think about giving more than we did last year, or maybe we’ll settle on pledging the same amount or maybe less. We’ll  fill out the form and turn it in. That will be the end of our part of the story.

Then the trustees will figure out how to put together a budget. It may not be easy, but they’ll manage to get it done. After all, at CBC we’ve always had a tough time with money, never really had enough, but somehow things always seem to work out.

But maybe this year we can write a different story. Maybe this year we need to write a different story. Maybe this year our future depends on our writing a different story.

This past week many of you received a letter I wrote on behalf of our stewardship committee. In that letter I shared about the threshold moment I believe our congregation faces. A moment that invites us to take a close look at where we are and then imagine where we might be in a year.

We might imagine choosing to cross through a doorway that will open to a different future. A future that’s unknown and, therefore, feels risky. But a future that could be more hopeful, more fruitful.

On the other hand, we might imagine choosing to turn away from that threshold. To stay where we are. To remain where we feel comfortable and feel we know what to expect.

Unfortunately, change rarely works that way. Pulling back or turning away from change, doesn’t keep change from coming to us. If we choose not to pass across a threshold, change often uses that same doorway to enter our lives.

A year. That seems to be the gift we have. A year to see if our tree can produce limbs filled with fruit. A year to see if the future will be filled with changes that we choose—changes that could lead to growth and new life—or if instead it will be filled with changes we hope to avoid—changes that could lead to the cutting down of things we thought would always be ours.


A year. The question is what kind of stewards we’ll be of this gift. Will we simply hope we can wait it out and things will turn out OK—not really great, but OK? Or will we be like the gardener in today’s parable?

Will we choose to say: “Give us a year. We believe we can bring new life to our tree. We’re willing to commit ourselves to do everything we can. To make tending to and caring for our tree a priority. To give our time, our energy, our talents, our resources so that our tree will thrive for years and years and years.”

A year. It can seem to take too long or to threaten to provide too little time. But it also can be offer an opportunity for reflection and reveal a doorway to a new future, an alternative to how things have been or how they might end.

A year. The gift of five hundred twenty-five thousand six hundred minutes to measure our life together. I hope you’ll join me in that journey. Amen.
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