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Earlier this week, one of my friends posted a picture on her Facebook page showing her Christmas Cactus plant that she has had for the past 3-4 years.  Year after year, she had hope that one day her cactus plant would bloom but every year has been the same.  The plant remains barren for years - no flower bloom.  Suddenly this week, as my friend was putting on some water on the cactus, she noticed something unusual. There were these little buds coming out of the tips of the cactus, as you see in this image here.  Incidentally another friend of mine also posted her Christmas Cactus plant and the blooming flowers on her Facebook page.  Perhaps this has something to do with the El Nino, record warmth winter, or maybe it is just a mere coincidence.  It’s a rare occurrence, but it does happen from time to time.  
Last week we read about how God established His covenant with Abraham and Sarah.  Despite their barrenness in producing any offspring of their own, Abraham and Sarah kept their faith and trusted in God’s providence.  God, in turn, rewarded them for their faithfulness with a promise that their descendants will be numerous like the stars in the heaven and the sands upon the seashore.  You and I are the beneficiary of that very same covenant today.
Throughout the Season of Lent, we have been challenged to remain focus in our relationship with God, as we continue to make strides in our journey to the cross.  Even though at times we may have gone astrayed and became disobedient to God, through God’s saving grace, God continues to reach out to us steer us back into the right path. 
In our New Testament passage today, Jesus told a parable about a tree that did not bear any fruits.  Jesus didn’t say that we should cut down that tree immediately.  He wasn’t ready to give up on that barren tree just yet.  But instead, give it some extra time and see what kind of fruit will it bear.  


Let’s give it another year, says the gardener.  The gardener was not ready to give up on this tree just yet even though it has not born any fruits or bloom any flowers.  Let’s dig up all the bad soil and put in some new soil and put some fertilizer on top, water it and give some adequate sunlight, and see if it bears any fruits.  If it still doesn’t bear any fruits, then we can cut it down.  At least give it another last-ditch attempt.

 
The tree that is being pruned in this case, represents our Christian lives.  The gardener obviously represents Jesus and the owner represents God.  Based on this parable, God expressed that he is willing to give this non-fruit bearing tree a second chance, to see if it would redeem itself by turning itself around and begin to bear fruits.  The key is that we must get to the problem in order to sustain life and growth for the future.  If some part of the plant that is not healthy, let us prune it and a new branch may grow out of it.

In those days, many believed that sin, evil, suffering and righteousness often go hand-in-hand.  If someone is unable to bear any offspring or is suffering some kind of misfortune or contracted some illnesses or handicapped conditions such as physical blindness, they would immediately turn to their parents asking about what sins they have committed.
  They believe that their physical hardships were God’s form of punishment rendered unto that barren tree, those who were innocently killed or were suffering.  Instead of focusing on those who were already suffering and casting blame on those who were victimized, Jesus turned this into a teaching moment on one’s allegiance and repentance of faith, “unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.” 
What Jesus implied with his response was that within God’s sovereignty, there is grace and redemption to be found in the midst of evil and hardship.  Evil existed even before human was placed in this world.  All of us are subjected to the temptation of evil all around us….and we’ve talked about that a couple of weeks ago.  It is normal to be tempted, but HOW we deal with the various forms of temptation is what’s being questioned and challenged before us.  Temptations may lead us into sins and alienated us from God.  Scripture has reminded us that for all have sinned and fallen short of the glory of God.
  No one can claim that we are without sins and therefore righteous before God.  No one!  We’re all in need of God’s grace and second chance to redeem ourselves by pruning us and cutting off the branches that do not bear any fruits.  The only way we can get that help is through our confession and repentance of our sins to Christ.  “Pruning of our spiritual branches” is necessary before God’s Kingdom can be fully realized.  

The ultimate challenge for us is, are we willing to let ourselves be pruned and to start over again?  Are we willing to let the gardener dig up some of the bad soil that may have contaminated our mind and our body, so that we may grow healthily and bear fruits once again under the new soil?  Or are we being too stubborn to be pruned by God, too indulged by our old habits, refusing to simply “let go” and “let God”?  That’s is the real challenge for all of us today.

Our parable today also reminds me of this tree on the campus of Princeton Seminary right outside of the Miller Chapel.  I’m not sure what kind of tree it was, but it’s I would say maybe about 40-50’ tall.  It’s a very unique looking tree because part of secondary branch has been cut off, not sure if it was intentionally cut off or perhaps part of it fell un-naturally and they made a decision to cut it only partially and not the entire tree.  That branch looks to be pretty dead and lifeless.  One wouldn’t think that anything can ever grow out of that branch ever again.  
 But upon closer observation, one would notice that this was no ordinary branch and the branch is not DEAD at all.   It was still connected to the main trunk that seems pretty healthy.  There seemed to be another branch shooting out in between the “amputated” branch and the main trunk.  There’s a tree-within-a-tree.  Just as one thought that this branch was dead, there it was.  A new sign of life was shooting out of a seemingly lifeless trunk and that branch was growing healthily.

Every time I visited the seminary campus, I paused and marveled at this “tree-within-a-tree”.  It’s the perfect metaphor of our Christian life and who we are as God’s adopted sons and daughters.  We are being engrafted into the main trunk that is still alive and deeply rooted in the good soil.  As painful as it may sound, some of our branches may need to be pruned and be cut off in order to sustain the overall health of the tree.  By God’s grace we are giving a new opportunity to rekindle our relationship with God once again.  We’re invited to bear fruits and to grow for our future.  

New life and growth is happening at the hands of God’s handiwork even as we speak.  God continues to transform our lives both inwardly and outwardly day-by-day.  We may not notice such transformation that is taking place, but others have and will, by the fruits that we bear.  God remains in charge and is at work among us, as long as we remain faithful and trusting in God’s divine providence.  
Perhaps there may be areas of our lives that need to be dug up and be pruned by God….areas that may need some prioritizing and letting go.  If there are things that are hindering us from our relationship with God, cut them off!  Focus on what is pure and righteous before God’s sight.  These toxic and corrupted elements may be consuming too much of our time, energy and resources while drifting our relationship further and further apart from God.  There may be corrupted thoughts and area of sins in our lives that require confession and awakening before God.  

Many Christians do not like the Season of Lent because it reminds them of their sinfulness, shame, and exposes their vulnerabilities in their lives.  Some may only want to receive God’s blessings and not God’s wrath and judgment.  But the truth is, we cannot celebrate the joy of Easter without journeying through a period of self-exploration and discovery over Lent and Holy Week.  God invites us to pause and to examine our own spiritual faith and to “get it right” with God and with others, and not just asking God for more blessings on top of what we already have.  
Life as we all know is not going to be “sunny” every day.  Certainly we do not and are NOT expected to live “perfect” lives and we do not bear smiles on our faces every day, especially when we come to church on Sundays.  But who doesn’t know that more than God alone?  For as frail as we may be, as reminded by the ashes that many people put on on Ash Wednesday, we are made from dust and to dust we shall return.  God invites us to be honest with our feeling and emotion, even if that means bringing all of our baggage, pains and suffering before Him.
This is all part of God’s “pruning” and “redeeming” process of our spiritual lives….a process that began in the Garden of Eden and will eventually lead us in the Garden of Gethsemane as we come before God in prayer and confession.

Through our baptism, we are all engrafted into the body of Christ - the true Vine.  For “Christ is the true vine and we are His branches.  Those who abide in Him, and He in us bear much fruit, because apart from Him we can do nothing.”


As the prophet Isaiah proclaimed, “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 God’s thoughts are not our thoughts and God’s ways are not our ways.

Friends, God desires us to depend on Him and to remain in the True Vine – our LORD Jesus Christ.  This was the good news that God has promised us today through the prophet Isaiah.  God’s Word is the “good soil” in which our seeds may be sown, new branches may spured and fruits be born for the Kingdom of God.  Thanks be to God who cherishes us, seeks us, and continues to live in us through the power of the Holy Spirit.  In the name of God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Spirit, Amen.
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