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I invite you today as we begin our sermon, to sit back in your chair and 
listen deeply to the scripture for today.  Find words that grab your 
attention, and as has been done for centuries in Christian practices, see 
how the Word molds you today before you go back into the world.   
 
Luke 13:1-9 Common English Bible (CEB) 
13 Some who were present on that occasion told Jesus about the 
Galileans whom Pilate had killed while they were offering 
sacrifices. 2 He replied, “Do you think the suffering of these Galileans 
proves that they were more sinful than all the other Galileans? 3 No, I 
tell you, but unless you change your hearts and lives, you will die just as 
they did. 4 What about those eighteen people who were killed when the 
tower of Siloam fell on them? Do you think that they were more guilty 
of wrongdoing than everyone else who lives in Jerusalem? 5 No, I tell 
you, but unless you change your hearts and lives, you will die just as 
they did.” 
6 Jesus told this parable: “A man owned a fig tree planted in his 
vineyard. He came looking for fruit on it and found none. 7 He said to 
his gardener, ‘Look, I’ve come looking for fruit on this fig tree for the 
past three years, and I’ve never found any. Cut it down! Why should it 
continue depleting the soil’s nutrients?’ 8 The gardener responded, 
‘Lord, give it one more year, and I will dig around it and give it 
fertilizer. 9 Maybe it will produce fruit next year; if not, then you can cut 
it down.’” 

 



 
Isaiah 55:1-9 New International Version (NIV) 
55 “Come, all you who are thirsty, 
    come to the waters; 
and you who have no money, 
    come, buy and eat! 
Come, buy wine and milk 
    without money and without cost. 
2 Why spend money on what is not bread, 
    and your labor on what does not satisfy? 
Listen, listen to me, and eat what is good, 
    and you will delight in the richest of fare. 
3 Give ear and come to me; 
    listen, that you may live. 
I will make an everlasting covenant with you, 
    my faithful love promised to David. 
4 See, I have made him a witness to the peoples, 
    a ruler and commander of the peoples. 
5 Surely you will summon nations you know not, 
    and nations you do not know will come running to you, 
because of the Lord your God, 
    the Holy One of Israel, 
    for he has endowed you with splendor.” 
6 Seek the Lord while he may be found; 
    call on him while he is near. 
7 Let the wicked forsake their ways 
    and the unrighteous their thoughts. 
Let them turn to the Lord, and he will have mercy on them, 
    and to our God, for he will freely pardon. 
8 “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, 
    neither are your ways my ways,” 
declares the Lord. 
9 “As the heavens are higher than the earth, 



    so are my ways higher than your ways 
    and my thoughts than your thoughts. 
 
Matthew 11:28-30 The Message (MSG) 
28-30 “Are you tired? Worn out? Burned out on religion? Come to me. 
Get away with me and you’ll recover your life. I’ll show you how to take 
a real rest. Walk with me and work with me—watch how I do it. Learn 
the unforced rhythms of grace. I won’t lay anything heavy or ill-fitting 
on you. Keep company with me and you’ll learn to live freely and 
lightly.” 

 
There is a term in American Folk Bluegrass Music called the “High 
Lonesome.”  It is a sound that is sweet, sour, full, and empty.  It is the 
sound of suffering and hope in direct correlation.  Today I am going to 
invite us to listen to a song full of the high lonesome, some of you will 
know it from the movie, “O Brother, Where Art Thou?”  The roots of 
this song run much deeper into the tapestry of our American culture.  I 
invite us to listen to a song now: 
 
Play video:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=1cJRRc8FToQ 
 
Story has it that as a child, Bill Monroe would hide in the woods next to 
a railroad track in the “long, ole, straight bottom part of Kentucky.” Bill 
would watch World War I veterans returning home from the war as 
they walked along the track. The weary soldiers would sometimes let 
out long hollers—loud, high-pitched, bone-chilling hollers of pain and 
freedom that cut through the air like the blare of a siren.1 
 

                                                        
1 Brown, Brené. Braving the Wilderness (p. 43). Random House Publishing Group. Kindle 
Edition. 
 



In the last 3 weeks I have heard this in several different settings.  I 
heard it on the floor of the United Methodists General Conference as 
the plan to remain One Church faltered and failed.  I heard it in the 
cries of people who loved a church and hoped a church could love them 
in return.  I felt it in my heart as I wondered what is next for the global 
church that I hoped could overcome the divisions in our modern world, 
and instead walk together into a future.   
 
I also heard my own high lonesome the night I spent with my mother, 
as she drew her last breaths in this world.  My own sobs of fear, loss, 
and forever knowing life would be different for my family and me.   
 
I can tell you this, when you feel, hear experience the high lonesome 
you know one thing beyond all other things, you learn that you have a 
hope that runs deep to your core that you belong to something larger 
than the challenges you will face in this life.  The past few weeks we 
have been talking about how we find true belonging, as Christians it is a 
question of how we root ourselves so deeply in Christ, his life, death 
and resurrection that we know God loves us beyond measure.  We are 
called to know we are children of God.   
 
The high lonesome we all know is “thick with both misery and 
redemption.”   
 
I want to hear that, even in the high lonesome there is a hope for 
redemption.  There is a stark difference between being stuck in 
isolation and serpeation, and hoping for connection to still be possible.  
This is why many of hold on to faith, because it lets us now that even as 
shaken as we feel to our core, God is a core much deeper.  As Christian 
people I hope we know both misery and redemption in our lives, I hope 
we feel the sense of belonging so deep that when we lose it we scream 
in pain, and when we find it we laugh with hysterical joy.  For this is 



what being human is, is to know joy and pain, to know God calls us to 
life through the pain.   
 
The thing that I grow concerned of as a pastor and as human is that the 
like the author of book for the Lenten study, “The world feels high 
lonesome and heartbroken(disconnected) to me right now.  We’ve 
sorted ourselves into factions based on our politics and ideology.  
We’ve turned away from one another and toward blame and rage.  
We’re lonely and untethered.  And scared. So damned scared.” 
 
Friends, our culture loves sorting right now.  We love telling people 
who is right and who is wrong.  Our news media has learned it sells and 
so there are agents out there who seek out the next heartbreak court 
trial, the next crisis to highlight, and we in turn choose our sides and 
isolate ourselves more and more. In 1976, less than 25 percent of 
Americans lived in places who offered landslide victories to one party 
or another in political races.  In 2016, 80 percent of counties gave 
landslide victories one way or another.2 
 
 As we continue to sort ourselves into ideological camps, loneliness is 
on the rise.  In 1980 approximately 20 percent of Americans reported 
feeling lonely, today it is more than double.  And it is happening in 
countries around the globe.3  Let me clarify the definition of loneliness 
as a Neuroscientist would, “perceived social isolation.”4  Being alone is 
different, being alone can be healing and is actually a spiritual practice.  
Loneliness is the sense of feeling isolated from others by things like 
shame, disconnection or forced isolation.   
 
I have felt alone before, walking in the wilds of Montana.  Yet, even in 
the aloneness I felt a deep connection.  My times of greatest isolation 

                                                        
2 Brown, Brené. Braving the Wilderness (p. 51). Random House Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 
3 Brown, Brené. Braving the Wilderness (p. 51). Random House Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 
4 Brown, Brené. Braving the Wilderness (p. 52). Random House Publishing Group. Kindle Edition. 



have been in rooms filled with people where I felt no connection, or felt 
rejected for some piece of who I was.  This is because God created us 
for companionship we find it in Genesis 2, when God creates a 
companion.  We are designed to be interdependent, one person can’t 
even make a child it take two.  Additionally, you can see that people 
that feel the most sense of connection are that way because they rely 
on others and others rely on them.   
 
Why do you think we got so lonely as a people?   
 
I can assure you someone said social media.  Let’s go a step deeper, and 
say media.  In our drive for connection we are also information hungry.  
It is scientifically proven our brain releases dopamine, a pleasure 
hormone whenever our brain learns something new.  It is a survival 
technique to encourage new knowledge to stay embedded in our 
memory, so we can stay alive through a similar encounter in the future.  
If you get attacked by a predator and survive, you will remember how 
you survived, and your brains excitement at the knowledge will keep 
you remembering it.  Media has given us access to all the bad things 
that can happen in our world in an increasing rate.  The problem is we 
can see all the bad things happening at once…on one screen and it now 
fits in our pocket.  Fear is on the rise, because the ways to get scared by 
our world have been made more accessible.   
 
Now you can also learn some incredible stuff through that screen in 
your pocket, that will bring you life and joy.  However, the world seems 
more dangerous than it has ever been.  We talked about this last 
summer in our sermon series Unafraid and I encourage you to go back 
and listen to those sermons.   
 
If fear is isolating us into a spiritual crisis of disconnection and 
loneliness then I can tell you the next generation of Christians would 
find plenty of Godly work in dedicating their lives to fighting this force 



of evil.  However, before we can overcome this isolating fear, we have 
to learn how to overcome it ourselves.  For that I believe we need to 
turn to scripture.  We have to turn to the teachings of Jesus to learn 
how to hold on to hope in isolating times. 
 
The incredible thing is Jesus tells us how we can hold onto hope for 
ourselves and for our world in our scripture today.  The parable he tells 
is of the Lord and the fig tree.  In the story there is a Lord who planted a 
fig tree and it does not produce fruit.  In response the Lord proposes to 
the gardener that they cut the tree down.  I love this response because 
it is such the world’s response to not trust the process of life to 
overcome great challenge.  Then the gardener says something, and we 
need to take this seriously.  Let’s place fertilizer on the tree and try one 
more time.  Let’s be clear here, Jesus in the gardener here and his 
proposal to the people who are isolating people and trying to decide 
who is better than others is take animal facies, in other words target 
the bull manure, gather it up and bury it in the ground and I bet you 
fruit will grow.  There is plenty of manure being spilled out everyday in 
our world. 
 
I can tell you how Christians for centuries have gathered bull manure 
and made fruit grow.  They have gathered in worship through sharing 
prayers of challenge, singing hymns of hope and then allowing them to 
go and share the fruit of God with the world.   
 
John Pugh, a retired pastor who has helped nearly every Methodist 
church in this community grow, shared an article with me from the 
Christian Science Monitor this last week. John is in his 90s and 
recovering from hip surgery, and plans to ask the Bishop for a church 
when he gets better.  John knows how to overcome loneliness, through 
connection of being needed and needing others.  The article John 
shared was about Christian movements breaking out all over the 
country.  The primary one in this article was how a church took money 



rented out a laundromat for the day and clergy provided help watching 
children and hauling dirty laundry, praying with people and creating a 
place where people could encounter the hope of the holy in a lonely 
place.  Other churches are meeting around dinner tables and sharing 
meals, prayers, song and breaking the loneliness.5 
 
How will we help people learn the “unforced rythyms of Grace” that 
Jesus invites us too.  How can we be Christ by instead of spreading fear, 
we find a way to let fear resurrect us to a place of sharing the gospel.   
 
I know one thing, if we fail to help people experience Christ the cost is 
high.  The cost will be people isolated and increased conflict.  The cost 
will be the earth crumbling under the weigh of human consumption 
and our high lonesome will not be filled with redemption, but grounded 
in despair.   
 
Christ is counting on us. 
 
 
Amen 
 
 

                                                        
5 https://www.csmonitor.com/USA/Society/2019/0307/Pray-and-wash-Finding-church-in-unexpected-places 


