21st Sunday after Pentecost 2008
         Wild Grapes and Dead Gardens

Welcome.   We are so glad that you are here with us for this grand Fesitval Liturgy.  Many of you know, we have these grand services on the great days of the Church: Easter, Christmas, Palm Sunday, Pentecost, Reformation, Christ the King, All Saints.  But it is unusual, almost non existent that we would have all this grandeur on an “ordinary” Sunday.  The fact that we are having this Festival Liturgy today is meant to send the message of how special this day is.  To have our brothers in Christ travel half way around the world to share the Gospel with us, is a gift and a blessing that must be celebrated in all its fullness.  And so Pastor Mtui, Mr. Masawe, we give thanks to God and to you that you are here, and we bid you welcome on behalf of this Family of Faith.  And we are thankful, that joining us in that welcome this morning, is our dear friend, Pastor Bob Kriesat, a member of our Family, who served for more than two decades as the Pastor at Gloria Dei in Chatham until his retirement and who has served our Synod, our Bishop and Christ’s Church for many decades as our Synodical Ecumenical Officer.

Your bulletin this morning has a rich variety of opportunities to meet with our brothers in these coming days, and we hope you will take advantage of them.  They are an absolute delight.  And we are learning so much.  Pastor is teaching Pastor and me new pastoral skills.  He tells us that when people miss Sunday worship he keeps track of them.  And then he goes to visit them.  At 6 a.m. the following Sunday.  He knocks at the door and can you imagine their surprise to see their beloved Pastor at 6 a.m.  He inquires as to their health, since he is sure it must have been an illness that kept them away from worship the previous week.  “Oh I’m much better now Pastor, I’ll be in Church this morning.”  Pastor Walt and I are busy taking notes.  Thursday morning at breakfast, Carol shared that she wasn’t sure she’d be at mid week Communion as she had a dentist’s appointment close to that time to repair a broken tooth.  Without missing a beat, Pastor announced that he wouldn’t come knocking on her door at 6 a.m.  And we all laughed.  And then he announced, “Since I’m living here, I can get you at 5 a.m.”  Carol managed to get to church before the dentist.


One of the gifts that our brothers bring us is a passion for the Gospel of Jesus Christ.  They deal in basics.  They tell the Gospel story.  They plant the seeds.   And they nurture the harvest.  That is why the Lutheran Church in Tanzania is one of the fastest growing churches in the world.  It is why we began this partnership 18 years ago; it is why it has been nurtured all these years; and it is why our brothers are here.  They have come to remind us what it means to be the church.


And in a world where we can get so easily distracted from our mission by our bazaars, our bake sales, our fellowship events, our affluence and our selfish indifference, it is good to hear the basic joy and call of the Gospel.  It’s about getting focused.  And thank God we have good lessons to help us do that today.


Isaiah, dear, dear Isaiah, creates this image of God planting a rich garden, where justice and righteousness and goodness will bloom.  That is God’s intention for the world.  Our parents in the faith call it Shalom.  And yet every one of us knows that instead of that rich fruit, the world is filled in Isaiah’s words, with wild grapes.  Bloodshed, division, greed, violence, war, hatred…and the indifference and apathy of the church that allow them to happen.


Our Gospel today picks up on this same image, as Jesus tells the parable of the vineyard, where all those who come to share the message of God, are beaten and persecuted and killed.  And Jesus tells the people, that the Son who is killed is now the very center of all that God intends.  Of all that God wants.  And Paul tells us in the Philippian passage that because of that gift of the Son, everything else is of no account.  It is not what we do but what God has already done that makes things right with us and with God’s world.  And so when we become aware of this awesome gift of grace, we are touched by the very kingdom of God, and that cannot help but change us.  When you realize that God loves you that much that he gives his child to die for you…how can we respond with anything less than our all?

I want to tell you a story that Pastor and Mr. Masawe have shared with us.


Two years ago, the people of Masama Mboreny, our partner, became aware, through their District Church, of the plight of one of their sister congregations in the Kia area.  Ebben Ezery parish, composed of Masai Lutherans, was hard hit with a drought that killed many, many of their cattle.  The people too were literally starving.   And their church was in need of just basics for worship.  So our sisters and brothers of Masama Mboreny, knowing they needed chairs, made the long journey over to Kia, with a load of chairs and benches.  And when they saw the hunger, they realized as Pastor told us, “You can’t listen to the Word of God when you are hungry.”  And so they went back to their parish and told the story.  And as they did, Pastor’s words were these, “The people of the Family of Faith always help us…and they’re not even Africans…we need to help those who have less than us who are here.”  And so this little village on the mountain, without much in the way of material things, in one of the poorest countries in the world, over the next two years gave away 2 million shillings worth of food and supplies for the Masai Christians.  That comes out to about $1100.  And to put that in perspective, the parish’s income is 8-9 million shillings a year.  They receive 8 or 9 and they give two away.  And as Pastor told us, so much of the response came from people who are barely surviving.  People who only get meat twice a month…but they found a way to care for their sisters and their brothers in Christ.  Those of us who were there on the mountain always say, it is a church poor in the world’s things, but they have a wealth beyond description.

Because of the hope and promise of Easter that is Christ’s resurrection, God’s vineyard grows well there.  Filled with a rich harvest in a living garden that is bearing fruit that is changing the world.  How blessed we are to have their witness, their partnership, and their presence here today.  Because of Christ, the cornerstone of all that is good and right, we stand together this morning and proclaim the faith, My hope is built on nothing less, than Jesus blood and righteousness.  

