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Has anyone here ever been to Wine Country in California? I took a tour years ago and remember a guide ‘bagging
bottles’ so we had a blind taste test. He asked if we preferred sample A or B and those who liked sample A best were
the lucky ones, the guide said, because that was the lower price point wine. I asked him what it was that made the
other wine taste so different—in other words, was it the soil or the seed? I will never forget his comment, “It’s
everything.” Everything about the wine in bag B was different.
Everything about it was prepared so that it would yield a superior wine. And it did. In the story that Dianne just read,
God had given everything for the perfection of his vineyard. God has prepared the environment immaculately, but the
harvest is disappointing.
I don’t have a vineyard behind the parsonage, but I do have a lone tomato plant. Here’s the ‘show and tell’ portion of
today’s message. Dan, could you please bring the plant out?
This potted tomato plant is one that was started from seed months ago. I debated about ‘prettying it up for you’, but
decided to show you it as it is. You see if God can love us as we are, it doesn’t really matter if I have a new stake from
Eldredge or a left-over parking stake from wintertime.
My cousin Debbie planted a seed from last year's harvest. She gave several plants to my sister Katherine who took
care of them from the time they were an inch or two high. In late April, Katherine gave me a plant. It was about half a
foot tall at that point and I brought it here and kept in in the window for over a month. Then I planted it in a pot and
put it outdoors.
When I went away for a few days, I brought it to the office and Betty watered it for me. Richard Leigh told me that all
of those little hairs were roots and the more covered they were, the better, so I bought more soil. I've been through a
couple of different sticks to make it grow upright and I bought a tomato cage at Home Depot.
My gosh, this has been a lot of effort! It's now been all of May, all of June, all of July and half of August and what do
I have. Little green tomatoes. I don't yet have a reward for all of my work.
I'll tell you, though, I'm excited about the fruit that I hope to eventually get. There is nothing like a summer tomato,
fresh from the vine. I like to make spaghetti sauce from summer tomatoes. But if these tomatoes don't ripen...or if
they've got worm holes...or if they're sour when I bit into them, I am going to be very disappointed.
We know from Genesis and the Garden of Eden that God is a Master Gardener. We know that a garden is a spiritually
meaningfully place—that's where Jesus appeared to Mary on Easter.
(How does your garden grow?)
In this passage, we have the Prophet Isaiah singing a song about a vineyard. Sounds like a love song at first—then it
takes a turn. He’s calling the people back to God. He’s asking for changed behavior.
Another song that hoped to evoke changes in behavior is a Joni Mitchell song. In 1969, she sang, “They paved
paradise, they put up a parking lot, A pink hotel, a boutique and a swinging hot spot. Don't it always go to show You
never know what you got till it's gone? They paved paradise, they put up a parking lot.”
They paved paradise. The Merriam Webster dictionary defines paradise as “Eden”, “heaven”, and “a state or place of
bliss, felicity or delight.”
The prophet Isaiah speaks of God’s garden…a garden representative of the people of Israel. God has put in
tremendous effort—choosing a fertile hill, removing the rocks from the soil, planting grapes with the expectation of
making wine. He even put a winepress into the center of the garden so that he could blend his grapes and that
together, they would be more together than they could be alone. God even protected the grapes by building a barrier

so that the animals don't come destroy the fruit. God lovingly tended the garden, but was shocked when he tasted the
bitter fruit.
These vines didn't produce what he expected. What he cultivated. What he wanted. These grapes, instead of being
sweet, were sour. These grapes, instead of being his, were wild. Wild grapes, by the way, are a bit sour, they cling to
everything around them, and some are toxic to humans.
In the very first book of the Bible, the Book of Genesis, Adam and Eve were set in the Garden of Eden. They did
something wrong and God sent them away. When the Prophet Isaiah speaks, it’s not the inhabitants that get sent away,
but it’s God that leaves.
God won’t continue to nurture bad behavior. God won’t provide the environment for these grapes-living only for
themselves, living only for today and unconcerned with their future productiveness (as in the wine). God won’t
continue to protect these grapes from being eaten by animals or choked by weeds. This isn’t what God wanted,
nurtured, or expected. God is done.
And like the song says, “Don’t it always seem to go you don’t know what you’ve got til it’s gone. Paved paradise, put
up a parking lot.”
It was a prophet’s job to speak God’s word. Prophet’s always call people back to God, often through dire warnings to
change their ways. It’s never actually too late. He’s holding up a mirror to the people and saying you have gone rogue
and you will lose this beautiful environment—unless you change radically.
Those of you who are parents, did you ever threaten your children with taking something away? A vacation, a toy, the
car? And did you do it?
I’m told that my mother asked, cajoled, and finally begged my siblings and I to pick up our toys regularly. And we
didn’t. I don’t remember the events leading up to my mother giving away our toys, but I do vividly remember a
Velveteen Rabbit that I loved. It was there one day and gone the next. “Don’t it always seem to go that you don’t
know what you’ve got til it’s gone? Paved paradise, put up a parking lot.” You better believe that after that, we all
paid attention when my mother asked us to do something!
I have dear friends with a few children who wanted to do more. They fostered a little girl and after a time, they
adopted her. She got everything their own children got—toys, vacations, educational experiences. But this little girl
was difficult. She got into lots of trouble in high school, but my friends were right there with her, encouraging her,
helping her, even though it took a toll on them, physically, emotionally, and financially. All of the other children had
worked through high school. This girl worked when she felt like it and called out a lot. She had no plans to go to
college. For years leading up to her graduation, my friends said that she could continue to live at home if she were
getting an education—and they’d even set money aside for her schooling. This girl turned 18 several months ago and
graduated high school in June. She took the money set aside for her college fund, bought an X-box, upgraded her cell
phone, moved out, and went out to eat, spending most of the money in just a few weeks. The remaining funds went to
a plane ticket so that she could move to the Midwest to be with her birth-mother.
My friends are devastated. They prepared for this child’s upbringing, they nurtured her through thick and thin,
provided for her despite the disappointment, and eventually saw this ‘wild’ child off at the airport. I can only wonder
how their daughter feels. How is she faring in a part of the country she knows nothing about? With people she knows
virtually nothing about? Is she thinking “Don’t it always seem to go that you don’t know what you’ve got til it’s
gone?”
Let’s look quickly at Psalm 80. Something has happened. The vine that was transplanted are the Israelites. And
they’re in trouble now. The feel as though they’ve been abandoned and they’re crying out for God to come back. The
thing about a garden is that it’s usually a place of growth—and a place where things rise up from the depths (the root
of resurrection is from resugere-to rise up again). Even if it’s looking dire, things can change--with God’s attention.

I would hazard a guess that from time to time, each of us has felt abandoned by God. Let’s go back to the ‘abandoned’
vineyard now. Imagine that the grapes have been left on the vine. They’re decomposing. Composting. Fertilizing the
soil. Preparing it to bring forth new and wonderful things.
Know what else acts as a great fertilizer? Manure. So when you feel as though you have a truckload of manure spread
all over your backyard, don’t focus on how much things stink right now, but about how it will be enriching and how
much growth will come from it.
The vineyard that once existed may rise up again having been transformed by its experience. Grapes are individual,
but clustered together. They’re connected by virtue of the vine, just like these tomatoes are connected by the stems
and roots. What’s good for one is good for all. When one spoils, there’s a chance that they’ll all be ruined. Not so
different than us as humans. We’re individual, but we’re all connected! That’s why it’s important to know, how does
your garden grow?
I had a miracle in the back yard this morning. I went to put the tomato plant on the hand-truck and on the ground, I
found this. (A little red cherry tomato.) I wondered if I had somehow missed it and if it had been growing on this plant
all along. I wondered if the rain last night had just knocked it down. But it doesn’t have a stem. It didn’t come from
this plant.
I’ve been composting since we got the Mr. Fox compost bin. This didn’t come from my house. But it’s perfect. It is
what these green tomatoes can yet become.
Will you let God’s nature and nurture transform your life so that you can meet God’s expectations? Will you yet
become all that you have the potential to be? Here comes your holy homework for the week if you are so willing:
Over the next few days, will you notice where you’re (wild) will and will you commit yourself to becoming more
deeply rooted in God’s will for your life? Blessed be and amen.

