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The Inestimable Patience of God

I’m grateful that we can be together on this chilly morning. Unfortunately, if you’ve arrived
hoping for some warm and fuzzy, pastoral and soft words of wisdom and encouragement
from Jesus, this is not what we are offered.

Assigned for today - our third Sunday of Lent, all of our readings are thought provoking and
challenging, with the crescendo that I've just read. Jesus being very sharp tongued.

Throughout our Lenten season thus far, we have been reminded of the requirement to not
just love our enemies but to pray for them. Last week, week Three — we had an awful lot of
social upheaval and uncertainty swirling around as we gathered and reflected on Jesus’
sadness that the people of Jerusalem had failed to heed the warnings of prophets, sages and
teachers who were encouraging their listeners to reorient their lives from those earthly
accomplishments to those that are more eternal. Finally Jesus lamented this failure and
expressed his desire to protect us as a mother hen.

This week - in the middle of Lent, Jesus seems to be plumb out of patience. He doesn’t
console the people who ask about the tragedies of enumerated in the gospel. Horrible scenes
of a tower collapsing and treacherous deaths of Galileans and the crowd asks him a question
that I’m sure we have asked God multiple times — Why? Why did this terrible thing happen?

Whether we are navigating a sudden death or a death after prolonged illness, whether our
medical adventures include a terrifying or terminal diagnosis — Jesus tells his listeners and us
- those incidents, tragedies, trials or tribulations do not indicate that the sufferers are any
more or less holy than each of us. These awful events are not the results of divine judgement
or punishment. Jesus even says - (a bit coldly for my taste) we are all going to die. Not news
to any of us — but Jesus turns the questions on their head by using each as an urgent reminder
that unless we repent, unless we get ourselves sorted out with God - unless we eliminate
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those things that separate us from the love of God - get our lives in order, we too will perish
- unprepared, unrepentant, not fully realizing our god given potential for good in the world.

Unless we repent NOW and turn toward God’s loving gaze, our life will not be fulfilled as God
desires.

So what are we to do? Jesus is urging us to act now. If you’ve meant to, but have not yet
sorted out some Lenten practices, now is the time! What if each of us dedicated the second
half of Lent to for as much reflection and personal growth and evolution as we can possibly
squeeze out of the next three weeks?

In our Hebrew scripture reading this morning, we have the spectacular story of Moses and
the burning bush. Moses tries to get his brain to compute the fact that there is a bush that is
aflame, and the miracle is that it is not consumed. It perpetually burns.

As a curious teenager, | often wondered if this was God’s first attempt to get Moses’ attention
and | was convinced that it was not. After all, Moses had been around smart leaders, he was
schooled in the scriptures, and | would bet that there were previous attempts by God to
inform Moses about his earthly ministry. At a certain point, in my mind, at least, God grew
impatient and needed Moses to hear and accept the very challenging mission ahead - to free
his people and lead them out of Egypt.

| imagined that God sent Moses tons of messages, but Moses wasn’t available until the day
he was out tending his father in laws sheep on Mount Horab and he got the message via a
non-extinguishing burning bush — or from a kids perspective — a bush on fire that acted like
one of those trick perpetual birthday candles.

The work God is giving Moses is immense — the God-given purpose of Moses’ life is to alleviate
suffering to save the Israelites from the on-going abuse and torture heaped on them by the
Egyptians.

This is an uncommon assignment. God is probably asking just a tiny number of people to go
and save whole populations. However, we share in part of the assignment to Moses. We are
each being asked - perpetually - to alleviate suffering. | can’t imagine a more compelling or
contemporary and needed mandate. Doesn’t it feel as though there is much suffering in the
world?

We needn’t be intimidated by this request, or mandate from God. We simply must listen, stay
awake and be aware of our surroundings. We must also trust that God has given us the tools
necessary to do the work we’ve been given. Moses was given a burning bush and the name
of | AM.
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What gifts or tools do you bring to the work of alleviating suffering? What might your
neighbors need now?

Even on this challenging Sunday, there is good news. [and] The very good news is twofold.
While | began by reminding us that we are HALF WAY THROUGH LENT! I’ll also offer that as -
hey — we have three more weeks until Palm Sunday. Three more weeks to hash out what our
Lenten discipline might be. Three more weeks to dig deep and evaluate what gifts and tools
we bring to the requirement that we make the world a better place- three more weeks to look
around and see whether there are ways in which we can make the world better — or three
more weeks to realize that you may be the one suffering in need of help, and this gospel and
this week of Lent is the urgent reminder that you must not wait — you must reach out and ask
for help!

The final good news this morning is given to us as the gift of the parable that Jesus told. The
story of the fig tree in the vineyard that had failed to flourish. The farmer is frustrated and
wants to dig it up, or cut the tree down, but the gardener (who in this parable is God) says
that he will give the tree another year, will care and tend to its roots, will offer fertilizer, food
and encouragement in the expectation that it will bear fruit afterwards.

May we be the fig tree that requires tending, and may these scripture passages be for us the
nourishment that God knows is required for us to be fruitful and fulfill our missions.

God is forever patient. May we look around in our lives and see what God’s burning bush looks
like to us, and may we with a sense of urgency - repent of anything that is preventing us from
fulfilling this ministry and the work that God needs us to do. May we revel in God’s infinite
love and unfathomable patience and .... LETS GET TO IT! Amen+
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