The New Deal for the Old Church
A sermon preached at Eglinton St. George's United [@&irch
by The Rev. Bruce Sanguin, Canadian Memorial Unitedhurch, Vancouver, B.C.
November 15, 2009

Text: Luke 13:6-9

The owner of the vineyard was ready to cut dovenfigptree. It was a waste of
space. The fruit tree wasn't bearing fruit, whichsats purpose after all. Why keep it? A
fruitless tree in the Bible is code for God’s pen@earing fruit is a condition of our
covenant with God. The owner, according to ouapkr has had enough. “Cut it down”
he tells the gardener.

We have this lovely tree on our front lawn thaiqurces beautiful orange berries
in the fall. But our neighbours have been doingesive landscaping for the last couple
of years, and the tree is showing serious sigmsstfess. There is only half the number
of berries this fall as usual. Our gardener suggesing radical root surgery — to the tune
of $800.00! When | heard the cost the words thahé&ml in my consciousness were the
owner’s words: “Cut it down”.

Whether this is the voice of God or an inner vait®ithering judgment is an
open question. But we are all familiar with it, are not? We make a mistake — screw up
in some kind of way — and a voice of condemnatmumsls in our head, “Cut it down”.
You are a waste of space, we tell ourselves. W tietisten to this voice don’t we?
Perhaps we first heard it from a parent, who théveseheard it from their parents. It's
passed down the generations, and eventually we deatl anybody else telling us. It
becomes our inside voice. It's the cause of aflotisery in our lives and in society,
because we end up passing it along to the nexrggme We somehow got the idea that
anything less than perfect is unacceptable, anchwigedon't attain it, we hear this
voice: “Cut it down”.

We hear this voice as a church, coming at us soanety, do we not? | received
an email the other day from a woman who mistakgotyon our email list. She told me
in no uncertain terms that a) she wanted to unsildesand b) the church was evil. She
was a practicing Wiccan, a nature-based spiritualihe church had burned her sisters at
the stake, she told me. She signed off with twodspthe first word began with an “F”
and the second word ended with two more “f's”. Noly has the church not born fruit.
In her mind, it had been an agent of death. “Cdown”, she was saying.

| need to tell you that one or two of our chureighbours share the same
sentiment. We do quite a few weddings at Canadiamdtial. They aren’t happy with
the Saturday wedding traffic robbing them of thetreet parking. They don't get
“church” and could do quite well without it. Onengieman threatened to take us to
court. We live in an age when to live across froamarch is an annoyance. “Cut it
down”.



Truth be told, secular culture just doesn’t gétuich”. The modernist period was
characterized by a rallying cry that boiled dowridot it down”. Who needs
superstition? Who needs priests telling us to kelighat science is revealing to be a
chimera? Who needs a Bible written from a premodensciousness, that sometimes
advocates violence, that is filled with strangeedf behavior, and that often portrays
God as a Judge and Executioner? Even today, musthkists, such as scientist Richard
Dawkins and journalist, Christopher Hitchens, retfien early enlightenment mind-set by
claiming that rationalism has simply elbowed ow tieed for religion of any kind. They
are very vocal and active in their agenda to “tdbiwn”.

Well, these voices can get to you if you happepetdhe fig tree. And honestly,
who among us hasn’t sometimes felt as thoughiitie to cut simply cut it down. I've
traveled around a bit since the publication of roghs, speaking at churches around the
country — and the situation isn’t pretty. A colleagand friend of mine, The Rev. David
Ewart, produced a nifty three-minute YouTube vidgmwing graphically all the stats
and if the current trends continue, the United Chwrill reach the point of no return by
2030 at the latest. The tree is stressed, thedeaeedropping, and the fruit is certainly
sparse. Maybe, the season of the church has coamednd. Maybe it is time to cut it
down.

But then another voice, rather forceful, in factrfaces. “Leave it alone for one
more year. I'll dig around it, put some manure b hen, let's see what happens. If it
bears fruit, great. If it doesn’t, then fine, yoanccut it down” (Luke 13:9). It's a realistic
voice, wouldn’t you say? There are still conditiombe tree must bear fruit — after all it's
a fruit tree. But it's a voice of hope — a secohdrce is being offered. This surprising
and unexpected voice is an advocate, not an adyeiidas voice is saying that if we
spend some time getting right down to the roothefproblem. If we give it some
nourishment, if we create the proper conditionsntmaybe the tree can still flourish.
Maybe there’s nothing wrong with the fig tree. Maylust maybe, it just needs the right
kind of support.

Notice the authority in this voice. The gardeaetually confronts the owner.
“Leave it alone!” He’s not asking. He’s advocatitigknow a thing or two about helping
things to grow and flourish.” Notice as well, therdener does more than hope. She’s
willing to back up the hope by getting her handsydi

The State of the Church

As a result of writing a couple of books, I've sgea lot of time with United
Church gardeners across Canada. These are leddieeschurch, both clergy and lay
people who aren’t prepared to concede that thedigcalled “church” is finished quite
yet. But here’s a paradox when it comes to chufbley find that their worst enemy is
not the voice of the public, and it's not modermigteists. Often it's their own church
community. On the one hand, these good peopleeoddhgregatiosoundlike the
gardener: Don't cut down the tree”. In fact, they want their leadr save the tree. But
it can’t be the voice of gardener, because, omther hand, they are saying: “Just don’t



go digging around the roots. Don’t add any manDiEn’t introduce any changes.” Just
leave the church alone. Let’s keep doing what walways done, and hope that the tree
magically starts to bear fruit.”

But go back to the parable for a minute. That'sthe deal. The deal is: let’s try
some root surgery on this tree, and if it doesadrdruit, then it gets cut down. The fig
treeis withering. It's one or the other — remove it otphié produce fruit. Notice, that the
owner is not even prepared to preside over a skathd He’s not saying: “Poor thing.
We're going to have to just let it sit there, faays and years, until the last drop of life
has gone out of this pathetic excuse for tree.” &redgardener isn’t exactly sentimental
either. She’s prepared to go to work and suppertitl that is remaining to see if it can
rejuvenate the whole tree. But she’s not preparqudside over a protracted death.

You can perhaps see the analogy with our belowvatetd Church of Canada.
We’'re called to bear fruit. That's our reason feiseence as God'’s people. And we’re in
a season of repair. The voice of Christ, our adtieogardener, is on our side. But he’s
recommending tree surgery. But you need a diagdsie problem before you start
digging around. Here’s my diagnosis:

We have a sap problem. The energy is just notifigwt’s getting stuck
somewhere. My own theology is evolutionary in nat@od ign the evolutionary
process of growth, and evolutionary growth is irdGiBver notice how many parables,
just like this morning’s story, are about growth@ri the womb of God emerged an
evolutionary universe. But we’re stuck. And we’teck at a particular worldview in the
United Church called Postmodernism — featuring'8ensitive Self”. This worldview
gave us many good things — pluralism, egalitarranesnd a consensus-seeking bias,
social justice and the group hug! All good thingsut its shadow side is killing us. For
years, we've defined ourselves by what welgainst.We’ve become a cause-based
church.

Causes have provided us with a purpose and thigyetieat comes with a purpose
for being. And don’t get me wrong; I'm a firm bel&r in getting behind noble causes.
We can be proud of our stands for justice, womagtss, the ordination of gays and
lesbians. For the upcoming international conferancglobal warming in Copenhagen |
plan to fast and pray, along with Bill Phipps arkdes United Churches, for the political
leaders to get on board with doing something abmiecological crisis.

But cause-based religion will eventually run ofijuice. It's possible for an
institution to become addicted to causes, becaeseowfuse them with God. The
transformation of our social, political, and econosgystems is one dimension or
expression of life in Christ. But it's only one,dawe got stuck there. And to be honest,
there are many organizations that do social juspieace, and all kinds of causes as well
or better than we do.

So, new people don’t come to church in the fitate to get involved in another
cause. In my experience, they arrive on our dopssbecause their souls are parched.



They’'ve come through modernity and post-modermihy it's left them in a spiritual
wilderness. Modernity taught them that there isGoal. Postmodernity showed them that
there is no deeper truth — just “my truth” and “yéwth”, and all truths are equal.

And when they arrive from out of the wildernes®, we providing them with a
cool glass of water and good news that we have tomgeto help them get back in touch
with their soul? Are we witnessing to the living&im our own lives and in the lives of
our community or are we telling them about ourdatause? Do they sense that we are
animated by Spirit and that Christ is not just sbaty who lived 2000 years ago in
Palestine, but rather is alive and well today?

When we lose our conviction as a church, thewilesoon die. By conviction |
mean a deep and abiding confidence that God hieslagd and equipped us to realize the
Kin(g)dom of God in our place and time. You doretvk to be a biblical literalist or a
narrow-minded fundamentalist to experience thisl kahconviction. Originally, the word
belief had less to do with intellectual assent buach of doctrines, and more to do with
a heart-felt conviction that Spirit is enabling yand | to shape a new future.

Our role as disciples of Christ is less about kipggout against the evil system,
and more about co-creating the kind of world thakes the worst of our system
obsolete. If we're going to get the sap flowing med to shift from emphasizing what
we’re against, to imagining and creating — in comgregational culture as a starting
place — what we affer. This is what Martin Luther King Jr. did — and #idat he did
flowed from a deep inner conviction. How do we iiagaonviction — or this deep
confidence that God is in us and we're in God?

Spiritual Practice as the Sap of Life

We return to spiritual practice as the foundatbour life in Christ. We help
people, through meditation, contemplation, and tlemal practices to feel God as an
animating, enlivening, beckoning and intimate Pnesen their lives. In Jesus words, we
help them to enter the Kin(g)dom of God, the regiwhich God is always, already
present. It's just a matter of awakening to thisspnce. And then we help people to feel
God, from the inside out, as the presence of adamrolutionary impulse to co-create
the as-yet-unrealized Kin(g)dom of God. We equipmeople with practices that help
them to feel the sap running through them as teegmrce of God.

What's going to help to get the sap flowing? Weda theology that helps
people to realize and feel the immense creatihigy is flowing through them. We're still
living on the fumes of a redemption-based theolihgy is not in touch with reality as we
know it to be — as science has revealed it to laedly, the universe is evolving.

We have this immense creative power within us ih&pirit-given. In humans
natural selection has become actual selection. ié&/éha species that is able to select our
future! This creative principle, (we call it the d@s or Wisdom of God), has an interior
dimension to it — it has consciousness, and guéss, fviends. You are it! It is you! The

4



evolutionary impulse has awakened, come to consoiss, in a particular occasion and
process, packaged in a particular body, and itarimg our name. It's the most real thing
about us.

So, why in the church are we always referring B2@80 years ago and making
the claim that Jesus was the only human who intedrthis impulse? Jesus would laugh
at this claim. It was flowing through him, and hied to help his disciples realize that it
was flowing through them as well.vMtasthem. This energy can be frightening. The first
disciples had trouble believing it because theydidant the responsibility of knowing
that the power to co-create the future was theiraanifest. “Anybody who puts their
hand to the plough and looks back”, Jesus saiddidit for the Kin(g)dom of God.”
Jesus doesn’t want us looking back because thedsauolutionary impulse is future-
oriented. This is why we forgiveness is such aregéspiritual practice. We forgive not to
feel good about ourselves, or even for the sakehakever has hurt us; we forgive so that
we can be released from the past in order to cthatkuture.

“Behold”, says the prophet Isaiah on God’s belfalym doing a new thing. It is
springing forth now. Do you not perceive it?”

Theologically and ecclesiologically we still astthough all the real action took
place in Jerusalem 2000 years ago, and we’re jaging for what God did back then in
Jesus to play itself out. Well, it's taking placght here, right now, at ESG. There is so
much sap in this congregation that you could chahgeavorld. It really is a matter of
will, and a matter of deciding in what way you wamthange the world.

But why not start with yourselves? A problem, daidstein, can never be solved
from the same level of consciousness that creat&@s, the world is in trouble. Yes,
there is injustice. Yes, there is war and violentes, the planet is in serious trouble. But
we need to bring to these problems a transformiédassoul-full self, a Christ-animated
self. We need, each of us in our own unique waput on the heart and mind of Christ.
We need to know what Christ consciousness feadsfiikm the inside before we continue
our crusade to change the world.

Think of the voice of the gardener in the parasehe voice of the Christ —
speaking to us at those moments when we’ve givemopp — in ourselves and in our
congregations. It's Christ’s voice alright, speakio us from théuture that needs us in
order to emerge; speaking to us from plast our roots reaching deep into the soil of
tradition; speaking to usow, as the sap of the evolutionary impulse to gravear
fruit, to be God’s people in the world and for therld. By God’s grace, and a Cosmic
Gardener who is our gardener and advocate, ourfearing has just begun.



