Grapes

“What more was there to do for my vineyard that I have not done in it?  When I expected it to yield grapes, why did it yield wild grapes?”.

Why did the vineyard yield wild grapes?  It is a question posed by this oracle, though no answer is suggested.  We are merely told the judgment of the Lord upon the vineyard, not what could have possibly gone awry, what could have caused this vineyard so lovingly planted to have yielded such poor quality grapes that they were like wild grapes, small and bitter, of no culinary use either as food or for making wine.  

God Himself had planted this vineyard, set aside from the world to grow the grapes He was cultivating, the grapes of justice and righteousness.  Instead it was producing wild grapes, the fruit of the world driven by power and greed, the fruits of bloodshed and oppression.  Why did this vineyard yield wild grapes, or as the NIV translation reads, “bad fruit”?  As a student of the bible, and as a former horticulturist, I have spent some time wrestling with this question.

Perhaps the vines were not growing in good soil.  The medium in which grapes grow is very important.  Like all plants, grapes have certain soil requirements which must be met for them to produce good fruit.  Grapes prefer a slightly acidic soil, well drained and deep, not too acidic, not too boggy.  No matter how healthy the plant is, a grapevine that is not rooted in good soil cannot thrive and produce good fruit.

God had warned the people of Israel repeatedly about the importance of growing in healthy soil.  He had given them special commandments to follow, which were to inform a special community ruled by God’s laws.  This community, set apart and ruled by God’s Torah rather than the rules of the empires around them was to be the good soil in which the Israelites were to root themselves in order to bear good fruit.  But time and again they went after the ways of the world around them.  Today we have the church, this community of God in which we must stay rooted in order to bear good fruit.  If we root ourselves in the values and virtues of the surrounding culture, then we will not be able to draw up into the plant those things which we need to bear good fruit, and we too will produce the wild fruit of the world, rather than the fruits of the Kingdom.  

Why did the vineyard yield bad fruit?  Perhaps the grapevines were not being properly fertilized.  Grapes are like any other plant; they need nutrients, drawn up from the soil into the leaves and the fruit.  They require nitrogen to produce healthy leaves, phosphorus for root and flower production, potassium for the production of good healthy fruit.  Without being properly fed with a full component of nutrients in the right balance, grapevines will produce bad fruit, or no fruit at all.

Likewise a Christian cannot bear good fruit without being fed by the word of God.  The revelation and word and works of God contained in our Holy Scriptures are the nutrients needed for good fruit production.  We read, mark, and inwardly digest these texts, studying the ways of the Lord and learning how these ways are applicable in the world today.  As important as we all know the bible to be, how much time do we spend reading it, studying it, constantly rediscovering its relevance in our everyday lives?  Can you imagine how our lives might be transformed if we spent as much time reading the bible as we do watching tv?  How seriously do we take Jesus’ admonition, quoted from the book of Deuteronomy that “one does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the mouth of God”?  Truly, we cannot bear good fruit, unless we constantly feed ourselves on every word that comes from the mouth of God.

Why did the vineyard yield bad fruit?  Perhaps the vines were not receiving enough water.  Grapes are a hardy, fairly drought tolerant vine, but like all plants, they cannot grow without water, and they certainly cannot thrive.  Water, along with CO2 is one of the fundamental compounds necessary for photosynthesis, the chemical reaction by which plants capture energy and store it as complex carbohydrates.

Prayer is like water to us.  Whatever form it may take, prayer is the way in which we maintain our relationship, our focus on God, so that we draw up His will for us through our roots, living our lives in accord with that will.  Prayer like the life giving streams of water flowing by the throne of God, prayer which is taken up into the whole vine, strengthening it to produce good fruit.

Why did the vineyard yield bad fruit?  Perhaps the plants were not receiving enough sunlight.  As I’m sure everyone knows who has taken basic high school biology, all green plants must have access to the sun.  It is the power of the sun which the leaves of a plant are able to capture and to harness.  With the chlorophyll in their leaves the plants capture this power with CO2 and water to produce the food which they are then able to use for vegetative growth and fruit production.  Without sunlight, a grapevine cannot utilize the water and nutrients it has taken up through its roots; it will quickly wither and die.

A less well known fact is that humans cannot thrive without sunlight either.  It is in the outdoors, away from buildings that humans are connected to God’s creation, of which we are a part and without with we cannot thrive.  Too often we separate ourselves from this creation.  We keep ourselves in air-conditioned buildings, artificial environments with regulated climates, artificial lighting, and virtually no sunlight, no direct connection to the source of our life, God’s creation, the earth.  How can we yield fruit worthy of our creator if we separate ourselves from his creation?  How can we grow without sunlight, even when the sun is as brutal as it is in Texas in mid-August?

Why did the vineyard yield bad fruit?  Perhaps the soil wasn’t being properly maintained.  Over time, soil that is in cultivation becomes deprived of its nutrients, and it can become compacted, so that its ability to hold water is compromised.  In order to have healthy plants and good fruit production, the soil itself must be renewed.  It must be turned over and aerated, and have organic matter mixed back into it, compost which slowly releases nutrients over time and enhances the water retention of the soil.

Likewise the church and we ourselves must be renewed from time to time.  Our worship must never become stale or rote.  We do not discard the old, any more than we would remove the soil in which we grow our crops; but we till in fresh ingredients from time to time.  It is how our faith remains fertile.  And we must find ways individually to remove ourselves from crop production from time to time, to go on spiritual retreats, to find ways of renewing ourselves and our commitment to God.  

It is not easy to yield good fruit.  Just as grapes often grow in inhospitable climates, so the church is planted in a culture that is often hostile to our Christian ideals.  Perhaps we should concern ourselves less with the cultural climate in which we are growing, and focus more on maintaining a healthy vineyard.  If we are able to keep ourselves rooted in a healthy worshiping community, if we are fed with Holy Scripture and watered with prayer; if we are nurtured by the life-giving sun of God’s creation; if we are willing to turn up the soil of our lives from time to time, then we shall bear not bad fruit, not small, bitter wild grapes, but the healthy, juicy, life-giving fruit of the Kingdom of God.  And if we bear these fruits of justice and righteousness, the vine will continue to thrive and to grow, twining and spreading over the ways and the powers of this world, until the whole earth is transformed, restored, overgrown by God’s vineyard.  
