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PRELUDE

Third Sunday in Lent

“Breathe on me, Breath of God”

WELCOME AND ANNOUNCEMENTS
CALL TO WORSHIP
Come, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters. Come to the wells.
Our souls thirst for you, O God. We lift up our hands and call on your name
Come, without money. Come without cost. Incline your ears and listen for good news.
Our flesh faints for you, O God. Our lips sing praises, beholding your glory.
Come, eat good. Come, feast upon true riches. Be filled with that which sustains you.
Our souls are satisfied in you, O God. In the shadow of your wings, we sing with joy.
(Rev. Mia M. McClain, United Church of Christ Worship Ways)
HYMN No. 18 “Come, We That Love the Lord”
Come, we that love the Lord, And let our joys be known;
Join in a song with sweet accord, And thus surround the throne.
Let those refuse to sing Who never knew our God;
But children of the heavenly King May speak their joys abroad.
Then let our songs abound, And every tear be dry;
We’re marching through Emmanuel’s ground To fairer worlds on high.
PRAYER OF CONFESSION (in unison)
Gentle and holy God, we acknowledge to you, to one another, and to ourselves that we are not
what you have called us to be. We have stifled our gifts and wasted our time. We have avoided
opportunities to offer kindness, but have been quick to take offense. We have pretended that we
could make no contribution to peace and justice in our world and have excused ourselves from
risk-taking in our own community. Have mercy on us, forgive us our sins, and help us to live our
lives differently, we pray in the name of Jesus Christ, whose call to follow haunts our every
prayer. Amen.
(Maren Tirabassi, New Century Hymnal)
ASSURANCE OF FORGIVENESS
One fact remains that does not change: God has loved you, loves you now, and will love you always.
This is the good news that brings us new life.
(Women and Worship, New Century Hymnal)
SCRIPTURE READING
Isaiah 55:1-9
Ho, everyone who thirsts,
come to the waters;
and you that have no money,
come, buy and eat!
Come, buy wine and milk
without money and without price.
Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread,
and your labor for that which does not satisfy?
Listen carefully to me, and eat what is good,

and delight yourselves in rich food.
Incline your ear, and come to me;
listen, so that you may live.
I will make with you an everlasting covenant,
my steadfast, sure love for David.
See, I made him a witness to the peoples,
a leader and commander for the peoples.
See, you shall call nations that you do not know,
and nations that do not know you shall run to you,
because of the LORD your God, the Holy One of Israel,
for he has glorified you.
Seek the LORD while he may be found,
call upon him while he is near;
let the wicked forsake their way,
and the unrighteous their thoughts;
let them return to the LORD, that he may have mercy on them,
and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon.
For my thoughts are not your thoughts,
nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD.
For as the heavens are higher than the earth,
so are my ways higher than your ways
and my thoughts than your thoughts.
Luke 13:1-9
At that very time there were some present who told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had
mingled with their sacrifices. He asked them, “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in
this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you
will all perish as they did. Or those eighteen who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them—
do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem? No, I tell you; but
unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”
Then he told this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came looking for fruit
on it and found none. So he said to the gardener, ‘See here! For three years I have come looking for
fruit on this fig tree, and still I find none. Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the soil?’ He replied,
‘Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig around it and put manure on it. If it bears fruit next year,
well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.’”
SERMON
One of the questions I expect I’ve been asked more than any other over the years is “why”. Why is this
happening to me? And why now? Why did I lose my job? Why is my mother sick? Why are there so
many and such fierce tornadoes? Why do forest fire seasons keep getting longer and more extreme?
Why is Covid lasting so long? Why did my friend die in that accident? Why did my teenage son decide
to take his own life? Why is there so much violence and pain and cruelty in the world? Why do bad
things happen to good people? For the record, it’s also the question that I’ve answered the least,
because more often than not, there simply are no answers. But still we ask. We all do. And sometimes
we follow it up by asking what we’re being punished for, or who did what wrong? Even if we don’t
actually put words on it, the question lies there in between the words that are spoken, as we struggle to
explain the situation, to settle the confusion, to make some sense of that which, more often than not,
simply makes no sense. And sometimes we quietly live with the crippling burden of believing we’re the
ones who did something wrong and caused the tragedy.

When this morning’s text from Luke opens, some of the people around Jesus are bursting to talk about
the latest news. They begin by making sure he knows that Galileans have been killed by Pilate, who
before he was done, let their blood mingle with the blood of sacrificed animals. I can just hear their
frenzy and outrage at such a despicable thing, and while they don’t actually ask it, it’s clear Jesus hears
their unspoken question about the sin behind the slaughter, whether they had it coming to them or not.
He asks, do you think that because these Galileans suffered like this, they were worse sinners than all
the other Galileans? It’s interesting to remember that Jesus was a Galilean. These were his people; he
was one of them; maybe he knew some of them. And yet, he refuses to get caught up in their finger
pointing blame game. From there he moves on to the tragedy of 18 people being killed when the tower
of Siloam fell on them. And again he asks, do you think they were worse than everyone else living in
Jerusalem? It’s a question we love to ask, but not one Jesus has much of any interest in answering.
Instead, before they had a chance to finish their thought, Jesus cut them off and said, don't even go
there. This is no time for a theological debate or vindictive rants or focusing anywhere other than on
your own heart and soul; your repentance is what you should be thinking about now.
I don't know what you hear in the word “repent.” I tend to be inclined to hear Jonathon Edwards'
“Sinners in the Hands of an Angry God” sermon, or John the Baptist and his brood of vipers: who
warned you to repent? Frame it that way and I expect most of us have a list of people and/or groups
who spring to the tip of our tongues. In the blink of an eye, we're poised, fingers set to wag, chomping
at the bit and frothing at the mouth, eager to call others to drop to their knees and repent, give it up and
turn from your sinful ways. Or as Rodney Clapp writes:
We live in a day – not so unlike that of the atrocity-rumoring Galileans – when everyone wants
to blame everyone else for the ills of the world. Christians blame Muslims and Muslims blame
Christians. Fundamentalists blame Hollywood, the ACLU and homosexuals. Liberals blame
fundamentalists, militarists and pharmaceutical companies. Amid the din, Jesus says, “Hold on.
Think about a homely old fig tree. One that has not borne much fruit for a long time. The farm
owner says, 'Cut that damned tree down.' His head gardener says, 'First, let me aerate the soil
around it and throw some manure on the poor thing. After that, give the tree one more year, and
if it does not produce, chop it to the ground…
So just when we begin to stir up flattering, heroic images of ourselves in full battle dress, ready
to wipe evil off the face of the earth, Jesus knocks us off our moral high horses. He brings us
down to earth and back to ourselves, with talk of fertilizer and a scruffy tree. He says, 'Ask
yourself if you are like that fig tree. Are you bearing fruit or just taking up space?” (Feasting on
the Word, page 96)
While I have no doubt there are countless people all around us with much greater, more horrifying sins
to repent than any of us are guilty of, Jesus calls us away from finger pointing and blame assigning, and
urges us to look first of all and most of all at ourselves, our hearts and souls, our relationships with God
and each other, and whether we're bearing fruit or just taking up space. The biblical word "repent"
actually comes from the Greek word metanoia, and means to have a change of mind or heart, to turn
around. We may or may not be guilty of big, bad and ugly sins that we need to repent; but I'm pretty
certain that most of us could turn around and find ways to draw closer to God, to watch for signs of
God’s realm breaking in around the edges of our lives and our world.
After Jesus calls his listeners to repent, he goes on to tell them a parable: a strange parable, told in a
strange moment, and it’s taken me awhile to even begin to figure out what to do with it. The more I live
with it, the more I hear it asking us which part of the story we can identify with, if any. One of the hard,
painful pieces of the story is that of the fig tree itself. It’s barren, unproductive, and it’s not clear to me
that there’s anything the tree can do to fix itself. That happens sometimes for any number of reasons,
maybe work related, family relationships, financial insecurity, health, depression. Sometimes we just

don’t have anything to give. And while the landowner is pretty angry and impatient about the
barrenness, when the gardener pleads for more time, grace is offered. Give it a year, see what you can
do. There’s a sene of urgency and expectation, but there’s also a promise of a serious effort being made
to care for and encourage the tree.
Which is precisely where the gardener comes in. I have no idea how long he’s been hanging back with
a disinterested, apathetic sort of attitude. I know that I’ve often talked about our house plants and said,
they get what they get, they either like it and thrive or don’t like it and die. The same is sort of true with
our fruit trees. Ben does some pruning and tends them for worms and infestations, but that’s about it.
We’d have bigger pears with a little TLC and a whole bunch more water, but we get plenty as it is, so
why bother. As I hear Jesus, he feels pretty strongly that we should bother, do what we can to build up
and encourage others, tend the soil in which they live, aerate and fertilize, care and encourage so they
can be as fruitful as possible.
United Methodist pastor Abigail Kocher draws parallels between the gardener and doing the work of
giving people a second chance. She says that, “Really giving someone a second chance is not a matter
of just letting someone try again; it means getting involved in that person’s life in ways that can lead to
their flourishing.” And then she fleshes that out with the example of helping someone reenter everyday
life after having been incarcerated. She invites us to imagine Max as someone who has a real
opportunity for a second chance. Max is in prison because he murdered someone, but he’s come to
terms with his past and wants to live a new life. As he prepares to leave prison, someone hands him a
few dollars and a bus ticket home, and then he’s on his own. That’s all most ex-cons get for their
second chance. But what if Max’s after-prison life looked like this parable? Imagine a ministry
committed to helping him flourish. Imagine surrounding him with the kind of friendship that could be
transforming, in which the Holy Spirit could be at work. Imagine literally surrounding him with a circle
of people committed to his future in prayer, love, forgiveness and patience. Imagine celebrating with
him important days like his birthday and the anniversary of the day he was released from prison.
Imagine helping him find an apartment and some furniture. Imagine even talking with a friend who
owns a business and could take a chance on employing him. Imagine how different his life could look
by the first anniversary of his day of release. (Feasting on the Gospels, Luke, Vol. 2, pages 28, 30)
We can ask Jesus “why” as long as we want, but don’t expect him to answer. Instead, Jesus calls his
listeners away from finger wagging and judgment proclaiming, and asks us to repent, to turn around
and come close. He invites the barren and empty into his care and embrace, and the disengaged and
uninvolved to invest ourselves in the well-being of others. And he promises to all of us the possibility
of bearing fruit from the warmth of his mercy and the healing of his hope. May it be so. Amen.
HYMN No. 427 “Dear Lord and Father of Mankind”
Dear Lord and Father of mankind, Forgive our foolish ways!
Reclothe us in our rightful mind; in purer lives Thy service find.
In deeper reverence, praise.
Drop Thy still dews of quietness, Till all our strivings cease;
Take from our souls the strain and stress, And let our ordered lives confess
The beauty of Thy peace.
PRAYER REQUESTS
PASTORAL PRAYER
Blessed and Beloved God, the calendar tells us that spring has arrived, and we give you thanks. Not
just for the hint of green that’s beginning to appear on our lawns, for the fattening on tree branches
where buds and blossoms will eventually appear, the return of song birds and stubborn daffodil shoots

that insist they will grow and produce beauty, but for the ways in which all of this is but a glimmer of
the new life that awaits your creation. We marvel at the mystery that out of the mud and muck of our
yards, rhubarb sprouts and crocuses bloom; in the ash and devastation of wildfires, jack pines begin to
grow; in the debris of tornadoes and flooding, shoots of life and hints of home slowly emerge; and yes,
one day, when the bombing has ceased, the hostility come to an end, the tyrant been knocked off his
throne, one day even Ukraine will emerge from the rubble and once again pulse with signs of new life.
You, Holy One, are a God who refuses to let death have the last word, who will never allow hatred to
win, a God who cradles the vulnerable in the hollow of your hand, and speaks only in the language of
love. Draw us close to your heart and plant our lives in the soil of your promises, that we might grow in
faith, walk in love, and bear fruit on which others can feed.
We bring before you all those who are sick, struggling against disease and living in pain, doing the hard
work of recovery and transitioning from this life to the next. As Covid continues to ebb and flow
around us, we seek your wisdom in knowing how to care for ourselves while protecting the vulnerable
and at risk. We pray for those who grieve the loss of a loved one or a people and a place they used to
call home; for caregivers who grow weary and families that struggle to make decisions about the road
ahead. For those whose lives have been shattered by violence, random and out of nowhere, rooted in
the race or faith of another, and sometimes at the hand of those they thought they could trust. Pour out
your healing upon all your people, Holy God; those we know and love, the ones whose faces and
names we see in the headlines and on the news, and those whose cries are heard only by you. Show us
how to care for one another, and lead us along your paths of mercy and grace.
We continue to pray for Ukraine, for the brutality of a senseless and unnecessary war, for hospitals and
orphanages, shelters and apartment buildings bombed, millions displaced, suffering beyond our wildest
imagining. We also give thanks for the courage and wisdom of those who lead, who fight and the
Russians who resist, for the generosity of doctors and nurses who stay, strangers who open their homes,
volunteers who cook and give, serve and drive. Even as we fear the worst, help us to be about your
work, the work of peace: forging bonds, binding wounds, offering kindness, extending a hand, opening
doors, holding your light.
Hear our prayers, O God, spoken and unspoken. And hear us as we join our voices in the prayer that
Jesus taught, saying: Our Father:
PRAYER OF OUR SAVIOR

(debts)

OFFERING
Each year about this time, we invite you to participate in the One Great Hour of Sharing, an offering of
the United Church of Christ that’s used in this country in response to disasters, and around the world,
both in response to disaster and to encourage and support development. At the end of the worship PDF,
you’ll find the story of how some of that money was used in the aftermath of devastating tornadoes in
Ohio a couple of years ago; I really hope you’ll read it. But I want to share another story with you this
morning, in part because I was so hard on chickens last week, but also to describe the kind of
development work this offering does.
Daw Aye May is a 56-year old widow who lives alone in a village in Myanmar. When her husband
died, she thought her future had died with him. She managed to get by selling herbs at market, until
COVID-19 and its restrictions and cautions brought an end to that. She got a little support from her
family, but was acutely aware that she had to find another way to earn money – which is when she
learned that One Great Hour of Sharing was working with Church World Service, and together, they
were providing chickens as well as training for families in need. Within weeks of picking up two hens
and a rooster from a hatchery delivery truck, she had eggs! She decided to let her first 12 eggs hatch
into young chicks, and then when she collected another 13, she sold 10 eggs in the village and earned

$1.81. Nearly half the official daily minimum wage of $3.53. She proudly talked about how happy she
was with her first time of making money from the chicken training business. In less than 5 months,
Daw Aye May had 30 hens and 5 roosters. She expects to soon gather 30 eggs per day, which will mean
earning up to $5.42/day in sales within a cluster of walkable villages.
The newly inspired chicken farmer expressed her joy and gratitude that these gifts “… spark(ed) the
light of a more hopeful future for me. Honestly, I wasn’t initially interested in chicken raising. Now, I
want to be a poultry business woman. With a flock of 35 hens and roosters already, I will expand the
flock further. My plan is to collect and sell more eggs in neighboring villages where I am allowed to
travel. Also, I will use chicken manure in my home garden as organic fertilizer.”
These gifts transform the lives of people in Myanmar and around the world in ways we can only begin
to imagine. As I said before, I hope you’ll read the PDF about ministry done in Ohio, and prayerfully
consider how you want to participate in this offering. Gifts can be made to our church, and should be
marked clearly for One Great Hour of Sharing (OGHS).
PRAYER OF DEDICATION (in unison)
God, receive our gifts – and give us open hands. Fill our lives – and give us open hearts. Touch us
with your word – and give us open minds. Bless this church – and give us open doors. Amen.
(Maren C. Tirabassi, Touch Holiness)
HYMN No. 379 “Take My Life and Let It Be”
Take my life and let it be Consecrated, Lord, to Thee;
Take my moments and my days – Let them flow in ceaseless praise,
Let them flow in ceaseless praise.
Take my hands and let them move At the impulse of Thy love;
Take my feet and let them be Swift and beautiful for Thee,
Swift and beautiful for Thee.
Take my love – my Lord, I pour At Thy feet its treasure store;
Take myself – and I will be Ever, only, all for Thee,
Ever, only, all for Thee.
BENEDICTION
And now go forth into the world in joy. Be of good courage. Hold fast to that which is good. Render to
no one evil for evil. Support the weak, strengthen the fainthearted, help the afflicted, honor all people,
rejoicing in the power of the Holy Spirit. And the blessing of God Almighty, Creator, Redeemer and
Sustainer, rest and abide with us all this day and forevermore.

On Memorial Day 2019, tornadoes swept through the Miami Valley of Ohio, destroying thousands of homes and apartments
and leaving a trail of downed trees and power lines in their wake. Many of the tornado-affected families have had to relocate
multiple times since the tornadoes due to substandard housing conditions and inflated rent.
Two years after the storm, the Stephens family were still unable to find adequate living quarters. The family of ten was forced
to live apart. In addition to dealing with unscrupulous contractors, the family had to haggle with insurance companies as
they tried to rebuild their home. The Stephenses, like so many other families, remained in temporary housing and separated,
pending the completion of repairs.
Yet, all was not lost. The Stephens family connected with the Miami Valley Long-Term Recovery Operations Group, and volunteer
teams finished the repairs.
Alongside these traditional home repair projects, and with support from One Great Hour of Sharing, the MVLTROG helped
launch the Tornado Survivors’ Pathways to Homeownership Project to help alleviate the housing crunch in the Dayton area.
Volunteers and local nonprofits work together to transition “nuisance” properties and vacant lots into affordable, single-family
housing options for tornado survivors who were displaced from rental housing, stabilizing both families and the community.
First-time homeowners receive the support they need to build for their futures.
Sammy Deacon, Brethren Disaster Ministries Long-Term Project Leader, says “When you reach out to help someone else, the
blessing comes back to you as well. An important aspect of the recovery effort is listening to people’s stories and knowing you
have the opportunity to help them—physically and spiritually.”
With support for long-term recovery, including innovative programs like the Pathways to Homeownership project, One Great

And now these three remain: faith, hope
and love. But the greatest of these is love.
— 1 Cor. 13:13
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Hour of Sharing helps create opportunities for families to thrive after disasters. Because love remains.

