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CLEARING OUT TO BEAR FRUIT 

Sermon by Pastor Renata Eustis on December 4, 2016 

Advent 2A 2016 

Matthew 3: 1-12 

 So, we’re moving along in Advent, with our theme of “What new thing is God birthing 

among us?”  Today is also our commemoration of World AIDS Sunday.  And into this mix, we 

throw in John the Baptist—someone who is guaranteed to stir things up.   

 Believe it or not, I have been waiting for this reading about John the Baptist since early in 

the fall.  There’s one part of this reading that I’m especially interested in this year.  It’s a 

disturbing part—not the eating locusts part—but the cutting down and throwing into the fire part.   

Let me read John’s words again, in case you’ve forgotten them.  This is part of John’s 

message to the Pharisees and Sadducees—the religious elite.  “Even now the ax is lying at the 

root of the trees; every tree therefore that does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into 

the fire.”  And then, talking about what Jesus will do:  “His winnowing fork is in his hand, and 

he will clear his threshing floor and will gather his wheat into the granary; but the chaff he will 

burn with unquenchable fire.” 

Something happened during my sabbatical that helped me to understand these harsh 

words in a new way.  I wanted to learn more about agriculture—partly because there are so many 

agricultural elements to Jesus’s stories.  So I volunteered at Three Part Harmony Farm, an urban 

farm here in DC.  It was a great experience—and hard work.  I did various tasks— some 

composting and forking of beds, some harvesting of vegetables.   

But there was one thing I did a lot of and that was weeding.  This was an organic farm, so 

dealing with weeds was an ever-present task.  What impressed me was that everything was 

composted—the plants whose growing season was over were pulled up to make room for the 

next ones to be planted.  But they weren’t thrown away—they were composted and once they 

were broken down, they would make the soil richer for other plants.  At Three Part Harmony, 

even the weeds we pulled out were composted.   

Nothing was thrown away—with one big exception:  wiregrass.  I’m sure the gardeners 

among us know about wiregrass, but this was my first encounter.  The thing about wiregrass is 

that it has deep, tough roots and it spreads far and wide.  It’s an amazingly tenacious weed.  Our 

instructions were to dig around the root with a pitchfork and try to get it all out instead of just 

breaking it off.  I would say that, at least half of the time, the wiregrass won.   

Among the volunteers and other workers, we talked a lot about wiregrass.  We even 

talked about introducing a new expression—“Don’t be such a wiregrass.”—meaning, don’t be so 

annoying.  

Gail, the owner of the farm, was adamant about what needed to happen with the 

wiregrass.  We were to put it in a separate bag from the other weeds because the only way to deal 

with wiregrass was to burn it. 
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It was so interesting to me that even though we battled with that wiregrass, we resisted 

the idea of burning it.  “There’s gotta be some use for it.”  “What did the ancient people do, the 

people who used everything?” We went back and forth.  But Gail was having none of it.  “It’s 

got to be burned.  It’s the only way to get rid of it.” 

So, I finally understand John the Baptist—and Jesus—saying that some things need to be 

burned away.  They need to be cleared out, at some deep and fundamental level, so that there is 

room for other things—things that are full of life—to grow.   

Previously, I heard this as a judgment against fruitless, wiregrass-like people.  But I don’t 

hear it that way now.  I hear it now as a call to clear out something that is standing in the way of 

growth--specifically, standing in the way of God’s kingdom of full life and peace for all. 

First, I want to think for a minute about what that means for us here as we prepare for the 

new thing that God is birthing among us.  What does it look like to let God do some clearing out 

so there is room for growth? 

In our house, I am the leader in clearing out and organizing spaces—which is more of a 

confession than statement of pride because there is so much that is left undone.  I spent one day 

of my sabbatical clearing out and organizing and then I called it quits.  Thank God, I was able to 

understand that organizing our house was not going to renew my spirit. 

So, last week, I was a little taken aback to see that Paul had taken it upon himself to clear 

out a storage closet under our basement stairs.  This event caused a bit of a storm inside of me.  I 

was thrown off kilter because this was my role.  I was—at least intellectually—delighted that 

someone else was doing it and I had to keep reminding myself that this is what I had wanted for 

so long.   

But I had all these other reactions, too—like the fact that Paul found a ceiling fan that had 

been boxed up for 20 years was somehow a comment on how I had fallen short and not done my 

job of organizing.  I also made one or two unhelpful comments like, “You’re not planning to 

leave all that stuff all over the basement are you?”   

The hardest thing for me was to get out of the way.  But with a lot of prayer, I did.  God 

actually cleared out—burned away--all those ideas that I’ve held on to for so long about me 

having the “right” or the best way to organize stuff.  I kept telling myself that it was more 

important that someone else was doing it than that it was done right.  But God moved me past 

that to the place of actually being open to the idea that Paul’s way of doing it could be just as 

good or, possibly even better.  I am sure it was God because no one else could have cleared out 

that self-righteousness.   

But I also realized that getting out of Paul’s way was not the only thing I could do.  He 

had questions—some of which I could answer, and some of which I could not.  And, besides 

answering his questions,  I could recognize what he was doing, encourage him and thank him. 

We’ve talked a lot about how grateful we are for so many new members and the gifts and 

energy they bring.  I see that we are at a point where the balance is shifting from the people who 

have led for a long-time to those who are much newer.  And even though we want others to take 
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the lead, it’s hard to let go and let them do it their way and it’s hard to figure out what it looks 

like to be in a supporting role.   

So, we need God’s help in clearing out whatever is standing in the way of this growth. 

We need God’s help in making space for trying new things, for making mistakes and learning 

from them and then trying something else.  We all need to know—and to help each other 

know—that even as we step forward or step back into new roles, we are valued and accepted as 

we are now. 

I want to make a big shift now and because today is World AIDS Sunday, I want to look 

at what needs to be cleared out in the arena of this devastating pandemic.  It’s been 35 years 

since the first reports of HIV/AIDS, and in that time more than 35 million people have died.   

But in recent years, there have been great breakthroughs in treatment.  HIV/AIDS is no 

longer a death sentence.  There are now treatments that are so effective they allow people who 

are infected to live a nearly normal lifespan.   These treatments suppress the virus so much that 

those who are in treatment do not infect others.  This is the huge breakthrough—that effective 

treatment prevents the spread of HIV/AIDS.   

 There are now 11.5 million people around the world who are receiving life-giving 

treatment.  Since 2000, new pediatric cases—babies born with the virus—are down a whopping 

70%.  Several members of our congregation have dedicated their lives to this work.  We give 

thanks to God for their skills, persistence and passion. 

But as any one of them would tell us, there is still so much more to do.  There are still 

40,000 new infections each year in the United States—and that number has stayed the same for 

years.  We don’t seem to be able to reduce that number.   

Something’s got to get cleared out.  This is a wiregrass situation.  Effective treatment is 

available—and those who are treated cannot transmit the virus.  We have the ability from a 

medical standpoint to get the number of new infections way down.   

But something is standing in the way—and that something is stigma.  Stigma—believing 

you will be judged as unacceptable—keeps people from getting tested.  Unknowingly, they 

spread the disease.  But stigma also keeps people from getting the treatment they need, and 

without this treatment they remain infectious.  If we could get everyone tested and those who 

need it, into treatment, the number of new infections in the U. S. would fall by about 90%. 

So, stigma is the wiregrass that needs to be burned out—burned out so that people can 

live and so that we can reach the goal of no new infections.   

Trying to burn out stigma has been the focus of the work we have done as a congregation 

on this issue.  Suffering in silence is one of the forms stigma takes.  So, the way to address it is 

by talking about it—talking about it in church--saying in the ways that we can to people who 

have HIV/AIDS that we accept you—we are here for you—you matter.  We’ve led efforts, 

partnering with other churches, like God’s People Are Tested and our Lutheran GrACE booth at 

the International AIDS Conference.   
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But we’ve burned out stigma on more personal levels as well—as individuals reaching 

out to family members or friends who have been isolated by the stigma surrounding this disease.  

And last year, when David Lippe gave the sermon and shared that he is HIV +, he told me about 

the love and support that poured out from so many people here.   

We’ve been our own version of John the Baptist, clearing the way for Jesus, clearing the 

way for God’s reign of grace and life here and now.   

God’s grace is that deep knowing that you are ok just as you are—whatever your HIV 

status—positive or not—whatever your status in the congregation—stepping back, moving 

forward or just coming in the door—you are completely loved and accepted by God.   

May God clear out whatever is standing in the way so that grace can grow! 

Thanks be to God.  Amen. 


