17 Pentecost, Oct. 5, 2014, Exodus 20:1-20 , Ps 19, Phil 3:4-14; Matthew 21:33; Rev. Mary S Trainor
The Packers are not playing today, but we sure enjoyed the win on Thursday night.  When we think about the Packers, we often think gratefully of Vince Lombardi.  Lombardi inherited a lousy team when he became the head coach of the PACKERS in 1958.  Yet he led the Packers to three straight and five total NFL championships in seven years --- and wins at the first two Super Bowls.  How was that even possible?  What did Lombardi do to make turn the Packers from losers to champions?   Lombardi found the best in each player, and taught the discipline that was required to get the best from each player. He said, "Success is based upon a spiritual quality, a power to inspire others." Faith in Jesus was a key to Lombardi's success; he was a devout Christian.  He said he got his strength from going to church and receiving Holy Communion daily.  Lombardi said, "When we place our dependence in God, we are unencumbered, and we have no worry.  This confidence, this sureness of action, is both contagious and an aid to the perfect action. The rest is in the hands of God."    Our Scripture readings today would have been ones that Lombardi resonated with.  Christ was the fuel that motivated Lombardi; Christ is our inspiration.

In today's Gospel, Jesus talks about a team too: a team of vineyard workers who chose not to follow.  In the parable,  God is the coach/the landowner, and the team are the tenant farmers (the Jewish leaders).  The landowner did all the investments He needed to have a successful vineyard, and He hired tenants to live on the land and give him the profits from the vineyard.  Sounded like a good plan, but it did not work out as planned--the tenants were greedy and kept the profits for themselves.  The landowner sent messengers (who symbolize the prophets) to solve the problem and the tenants killed them all   Finally the landowner sends his own son (who is Jesus), and the tenants murder him!  This is a foretelling of Jesus' death.  

In the end of the parable Jesus says, "...the kingdom of God will be ...given to a people that produce the fruits of the kingdom."   The fruits of the kingdom of God are the results, the outcomes of our lives.  The fruits of the kingdom of God are our living out of Jesus' message of salvation and love. Paul tells us in Gal 22:22-23 that the fruits are "love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control." Autumn is a season when fruits ripen:  the acorns are dropping off the oak trees, we enjoy pumpkins, apples ripen.  Fruit is the product of much investment of a plant; fruit is made for one purpose = for seed distribution.  The master designer, God, had this wonderful plan!  Our producing good fruit for God does not happen automatically, it requires investment too. God will produce these fruits through us if we live with Him abiding in us.  Jesus said in John 15:4-5 that those "who abide in me...bear much fruit."  For us to bear fruit in our lives, our lives need to be centered on Christ:  we are to receive God's love, listen to and obey God, study God's Word, and share God's love with others. So we ask ourselves today, do we "produce the fruits of the kingdom."

Last weekend, I co-led the Diocesan annual retreat with my husband Jim.  At the retreat was a man who is a leader in his church -- and he was helpful, insightful.  I just learned the story of this man.  About 20 years ago, he was homeless because of his addiction to alcohol.  One day, he walked by the Episcopal Church in Wisconsin Rapids while some parishioners were out raking leaves.  They invited him to help them rake leaves, and handed him a rake.  Does not sound like a big deal -- but this turned out to be a very big deal.  Their inviting him to help them rake leaves was acceptance, was the sharing of the love of Jesus, was a new beginning. He raked and raked, made some new friends, and began to attend the church.  This seemed small at the time. He is now a major Christian leader in this Diocese, and is an AA leader. This story illustrates the Gospel parable; it speaks to us today.  As workers in God's vineyard, we are to ask:  Do people know God because of knowing us? Have people come to Christ because of our living out the Gospel?  Are people blessed with God's fruits by what we do?

This past Wednesday, Bishop Matt came here to St. John's to listen and learn.  He attended the Bible study and worshiped with a dozen of us at noon in the chapel, and after that I had the opportunity to meet with him all afternoon to inform him about this church and its history.  I was able to show him the fruit of hard work around the church building from those in the past, and we spoke about the congregation here today. It was truly a joy to share all of this with him.  But what about the future?  We have been entrusted with God's vineyard here now.  So the questions we face today is "what are we doing with God's love? What are we doing with all that God has entrusted to us?"  We have the love, we know the rules and boundaries (we heard the 10 commandments today in our Exodus reading).  We know that we have been commissioned to share God's love and message of redemption with others....everywhere we go!

Our Epistle reading from St. Paul to the Philippians speaks to this today.  Paul said, "I want to know Christ and the power of His resurrection....I press on to make it my own, because Christ Jesus has made me His own."  Isn't this what we want too?  We live in a world all wrapped up in the need for status, material possessions, power.  In this Bible passage, we are reminded that Paul had all that and more -- he had an impressive set of credentials.  Yet here he shared that his fancy, highly respected background was "rubbish" compared to knowing Christ  (this is the only place in the bible where the word trash/rubbish is found).  This is one of the most inspirational passages of the bible, "I want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection....I press on...because Christ Jesus has made me his own."  

These are words for us here in Shawano in 2014.  We "want to know Christ and the power of his resurrection, we press on because Christ Jesus has made us his own."  Vince Lombardi was clear about his priorities:  he said:"There are three things that are important to every man in this locker room:  His God, his family, and the Green Bay Packers. In that order." 

What are your priorities?  Be challenged today to ask this question of yourself:  What are your priorities?  Is your life producing fruit for Jesus?  God owns this vineyard of the world you live in. It is God’s, and He is looking for the fruit being produced here by you.  Amen. 

2

