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The Paradox of Our Faith:
Have Nothing; Get Everything

Isaiah 55:1-9; Luke 13:1-9

I realize that the title of this sermon–“Have Nothing; Get
Everything”–may sound like a dream come true for some of us or nightmare
for others, depending on our perspective.  Certainly for people who receive
any kind of windfall such as the lottery, a big contract, or that first break
toward realizing their dreams, their good fortune feels like getting everything
when before they had very little.  For people who believe in a strong work
ethic and the importance of individual effort over against luck or personal
connections, however, the title of this sermon may sound like a lazy way to
have all your dreams come true.

During this season of Lent we are exploring some of the paradoxes of
faith.  One of them is this conundrum that you must have nothing in order to
get everything.  So if the title of the sermon does indeed perplex, don’t feel
alone.  Many of Jesus’ teachings have puzzled people for centuries.  A high
school friend who was a bit of a religious skeptic would often quote to me
Jesus’ saying, “For to those who have, more will be given, and they will have
an abundance; but from those who have nothing, even what they have will be
taken away” (Matthew 13:12).  He liked to shorten it to say, “Those who have
get more, and those who don’t have get less.”  Picturing himself on the side
which already had and stood to gain more, this philosophy was pretty much
the extent of his religious belief.  He thought that some people see religion as
a means of getting ahead in life and becoming more prosperous.  He was
right, at least on that point, because there are preachers who preach a
prosperity gospel which promises that if we give to God (meaning to them on
behalf of God), we will be rewarded with financial bounty.  You have seen and
heard it many times–not here, but on television and other venues.

My friend, however, was wrong on both accounts.  First, God does not
“bless” us financially according to our payments to a particular ministry.  God
blesses us with the attitude of generosity to carry out his ministry in the world. 
Second, the passage my friend quoted to me had nothing to do with economic
prosperity.  Jesus had just told the parable of the sower who sows seed on
the path, on rocky soil, among thorns, and on good soil, all of which resulted



in various outcomes in terms of the seed’s ability to germinate and grow. 
Then, apparently quoting a proverb common in his day, Jesus said, in
essence, “Those who have get more, and those who don’t have get less.” 
Jesus was talking to his disciples about their willingness to listen to him and
comprehend the Gospel.  Those followers who listened would hear and
understand more.  The people who refused to listen to him, for whatever
reasons, would take home even less understanding.  That makes sense,
doesn’t it?  The proverb pops up again in a few versions of the parable of the
talents, but in those instances, it is the ruthless and greedy landowner who is
speaking, not Jesus.

But back to the paradox of the day: “Have Nothing; Get Everything.” 
Are we talking about money and possessions, insight and understanding, or
what?  Let us listen again to Jesus to discover the paradox of our faith which
holds that when you have nothing you get everything.

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.’” Luke 13:6-9

We have a tendency to think that God is the main character in all of
Jesus’ parables.  That is not always the case.  Sometimes God plays what
appears to be a minor role and then initiates a major shift in thinking and
acting.  Such is the case in this parable of the owner of the vineyard.  The
owner of the vineyard makes a routine visit.  He notices that a particular fig
tree has not borne fruit in three years.  It is worthless, he surmises.  There is
nothing to do but cut it down and make room for another, more fruitful (and
profitable) tree.

There is a serious problem hidden in this parable, however.  Hebrew
law, as detailed in Leviticus 19, specified that the fruit of a tree was not to be
harvested in the first three years.  During the fourth year, any produce was
considered “first fruit” and taken to Jerusalem and enjoyed as an offering of
gratitude to God.  In the fifth year, the fruit could be eaten or sold at the
discretion of the owner.  In this parable, the owner is demanding that the fig
tree should produced fruit in the first three years.  Had the tree produced and
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had he harvested it, he would have broken the law.  His concern, apparently,
is in getting to the profitability of the tree.  Levitical law, on the other hand, is
intended to remind us that we are “strangers and sojourners” in the land God
gives to us.1  It is God’s land and we are invited squatters.  We have no right
to demand that the land do anything on our behalf.  Everything we have is a
gift from God.

The owner of the vineyard demands that the unfruitful tree be cut down. 
Some interpreters would tell us that the master is God and his frustration is
over those of us who are not bearing spiritual fruit in our lives.  In other words,
if we are not living according to God’s desire for us, we will face the dire
consequences of our lack of fruitfulness.

Ah, but God, as usual, has a surprise.  The gardener who planted this
tree as a seedling and has tended it for three years, begs for mercy.  He asks
the owner to allow him to care for the tree one more year.  He will dig a trench
around it, fill it with manure, and lovingly coax it into producing delicious fruit. 
As we watch this scene unfold, his back is to us; but when he removes his hat
and turns to the side, we see that the gardener is none other than God.

It is God, not the owner, who is willing to sink his hands and arms up to
the elbows in the manure of our lives in order to prompt fruitfulness from us
at last.  It is God, not the human manipulators of our earthly destiny, who will
see to it that we have every opportunity to bear fruit in the life he planted and
pruned and gave to us in the first place.  When we have nothing, God will see
to it that we get everything.  That is God’s way.

So is it a matter of our simply standing here in the muck of a mess we
make of our lives while God prunes and waters, fertilizes and fusses with us
to make us into better persons?  No.  In order for us to get everything that
God wants us to have in life, we have to get rid of everything God does not
want us to have in life.

For some reason, we like to think of God as meeting our sinfulness with
anger, resentment, and force of might.  Like the people of Jesus’ day, we
seem to enjoy believing that our good fortune in life is evidence of our favor
with God or that every bad thing that happens to us or someone we know is
punishment for some wrong that has been done.  As Jesus was teaching,

1 J e w i s h  E n c yc l o p e d i a . c o m ,  “ D i e t a r y  L a w s ” ;  a v a i l a b l e  o n l i n e  a t :
http://www.jewishencyclopedia.com/articles/5191-dietary-laws.
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people in the crowd mentioned some fellow Hebrews who had made a
sacrificial offering to God and yet were killed by Herod.  The implication was
that for whatever reason their sacrifice was not accepted by God and Herod
was used as God’s henchman to deliver divine punishment.  Jesus refuted
that idea and pointed out that eighteen poor souls had lost their lives when a
tower in the district of Siloam fell on them (an area which ironically purported
to have a pool with healing powers).  “Were these unfortunate people any
worse than others who are still walking around?” Jesus asked.  “No!”  Divine
judgment does not work that way.  To illustrate, he told the parable of the
impatient vineyard owner and the compassionate gardener.  You decide
which character you want God to play in your life.

To insist that God does not use the cruelty of other humans or the
capriciousness of nature to mete out his punishment on us sinful humans
does not mean that God does not take our sin seriously.  God does.  And so
must we.

When we have nothing.  When our lives are not fruitful in the way God
intends, God will continue to nurture our lives into that kind of fruitfulness.  We
have to do our part, however.  Having nothing also means that we must give
up our sin.  Recognize it.  Repent of it.  Turn from it.  Walk away from it. 
During the season of Lent we often think that we have to give up something
we enjoy like chocolate or ice cream or movies or dancing or something else
that otherwise likely brings us true delight.  We tend to think that if we deny
ourselves of something we enjoy, we will grow spiritually because of the self-
discipline we will gain.  We well may.  Self discipline is certainly a virtue that
is often lacking in our lives.  But what if instead of giving up something good
that we actually enjoy, we give up something that is not good for us,
something that hurts us or others because it is wrong or harmful?  What if we
decide for Lent we are going to give up our proclivity to sin in order to mature
spiritually and grow closer to God?  Will we not get further along the journey
than if we send the chocolate industry into a tailspin?

By coming clean about our sin, by standing honestly before God without
any pretension or excuses, we can rid ourselves of all those things that
prevent us from having all that God wants us to have.  We can shed all those
things that weigh us down, that hold us back, that hinder our relationships,
and keep us at arm’s length from one another and God.  And when we finally
have nothing, God will give us everything.
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Author James Alison suggests that instead of being a god of denial,
limitation, and scarcity, our God is a God of abundance.2  God created the
world from nothing and filled it with good things.  God took one man and
woman, Abram and Sarai, and made of them a great nation of his people. 
God rescued the Hebrew people from a life of slavery and led them into a land
flowing with milk and honey.  As we heard in the Old Testament lesson and
the choir’s anthem on which it is based, Isaiah rejected this notion of God’s
scarcity and celebrated the goodness of the God of abundance.  He invited
the people to come and enjoy God’s goodness.  He invited them to come to
the Lord without money, without price, without labor, without strife, without
rest, without might.  Come to God with nothing, he said, and God will give you
everything.

God wants us to enjoy the abundance of life.  God wants us to be fruitful
and give back out of our abundance.  God wants us to get rid of all those
things that inhibit our lives–pride, selfishness, deceit, greed, self-indulgence,
self-importance, bigotry, hardness of heart, insensitivity–whatever it is that
prevents us from flourishing as God wants.  We ought to rid or lives of these
things.  And God, the loving Gardener of Life, wants to give us everything that
is good and right in the world.  After all, it was from the empty tomb, the
ultimate symbol of nothingness, that Jesus rose to life in a garden replete with
abundance.  Have nothing and get everything.  It is not a windfall.  It is not a
system of rewards and punishments gone awry.  It is God’s way which is
grace.  May it be our way as well.  Amen.

2James Alison, “Reflections on the Lectionary: March 3,” The Christian Century (February 20, 2013):
21.
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March 3, 2013 Prayer of Thanksgiving and Intercession

We never cease to be amazed, O God, that you meet our need with
sufficiency, our want with generosity, and our scarcity with abundance.  There
is no part of our lives which we have gladly opened to you in which we have
not experienced your loving extravagance.  For all of your kindness and
provision, we thank you, God.

For this reason, we are sometimes hesitant to come to you with the
ongoing needs of our lives.  We do not want to impose on your kindness.  We
never want to take advantage of your generosity.  We cringe to think that we
might overstep our welcome.  Nevertheless, we arrive with handfuls of
requests.  We ask for healing on behalf of loved ones and friends who are ill. 
We ask for a smooth road of life on behalf of people who are experiencing
traumatic change.  We ask for comfort on behalf of others and ourselves
whose hearts are breaking with grief of one kind or another.  We ask for
peace and wholeness and hope.  And deep down we know that you do not
mind.

We admit that we are worried for our country.  We seem to have lost the
ability to tackle problems together and work hard for the common good.  We
so often ask you to bless our nation and then we turn deaf ears to the Gospel
that demands respect, sacrifice, and generosity toward one another.  We
claim you as our own personal God and forget that your created all that is and
claimed us as your children.  Help us, O God, to solve our overwhelming
issues together and to listen more and speak less when we call your name.

Continue to walk with us along this Lenten journey, we pray.  Prepare
us for the sacrifice your love undertook and for the cleansing of heart, mind,
body, and spirit that must be ours as well.  Bless us, we pray, in the name of
Christ.  Amen.


