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Lessons from the Farm: Rethinking Manure  Sunday, 8/20/17 

1 Today we continue our worship series entitled “Lessons from the Farm,” looking at 

the illustrations from the farm Jesus used to teach his disciples about growing spiritually. As 

we continue our series this morning with “Rethinking Manure,” I’m reminded of that rich, 

ripe smell that covers the countryside when the farmers the farmers are spreading manure on 

their fields. I for one am grateful that I don’t have to get any closer to that process. Dave 

Jude, on the other hand, has a different perspective, so I’ve asked Dave to come and share 

something about his experience with manure. {Dave Jude shares, 2-3 minutes} 

2 Have you ever heard the phrase, “manure happens?” That’s a polite version of a 

saltier expression that simply means this: In this life, we can expect unpleasant surprises 

ranging from mild annoyances to life-shattering tragedies. The bible is full of the stories of 

people who experience manure hitting the fan: The grief of Job in losing everything: “If only 

my anguish could be weighed and all my misery be placed on the scales! It would surely 

outweigh the sand of the seas.” (Job 6:1-3). The grief of David for the loss of his son: “O my 

son Absalom! My son, my son Absalom! If only I had died instead of you...!” (2Sam 18:33). 

Psalm 31 (9-10): “I am in distress; my eyes grow weak with sorrow, my soul and my body 

with grief. My life is consumed by anguish and my years by groaning.” 

Today, our troubles might look a little different, but the human experience remains the 

same. A fiery crash with third-degree burns and an 18-year old girl left in a coma, leaving a 

mother’s soul charred as well. Cancer, chemotherapy, and side effects. The doctor said this 

was curable, and when his wife died, he felt as if part of his body had been cut away. The 

unreality of divorce leaves permanent scars where once there was a family. A man is 

downsized after 25 years of dedicated work. Who is he now, and what is he really worth? 

What are the troubles in your life? Is it a mental illness, a chronic pain, addiction, a 

broken heart? Even if you’re feeling good today, all of us have experienced tribulation in our 

lives, and short of our resurrection day, we can all expect more of it. What are we to make of 

all this unwanted manure, and where is God in the midst of our suffering? 

3 In our first reading from Matthew, Jesus addresses the blame game. Seeing the blind 

man, the disciples simply assumed that his blindness was the result of God’s judgment on 

sin- either the sin of the man or his parents. Sometimes, of course, we do play a crucial role 
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in our suffering. Fetal alcohol syndrome, for example, can severely compromise the health 

of newborns and is estimated to affect as many as nine out of a thousand births in the United 

States.1 But Fetal Alcohol Syndrome doesn’t represent God’s judgment on pregnant mothers 

who drink. Rather, this kind of suffering is simply the outcome of the essential cause and 

effect relationships built into God’s created order.  

I’m guessing that we can all think of some way in which we’ve suffered because we 

put ourselves into this kind of cause and effect danger. When I was in New Jersey last week, 

I sat down on my nephew’s new motorcycle. I don’t ride, but it was a cool bike and I wanted 

to be a supportive uncle, so there I was. It turns out the bike was still hot, I was wearing 

shorts, and I wound up with a painful burn on my leg from resting it against the exhaust 

pipe. Can you imagine the disciples looking at my burn and then asking Jesus, “Rabbi, who 

sinned- this man or his parents?” We’ve all sinned, of course, but the burn on my leg wasn’t 

God’s judgment, only a painful reminder to be more careful around motorcycles. 

Very often, there aren’t any easy answers to why we’re suffering. The church has been 

wrestling with this question for thousands of years, so don’t expect any easy answers. When 

we’re suffering, we sometimes look for answers because when we can identify the reason for 

our suffering, it helps restore our sense of being in control of our lives. For example, for 

decades now we’ve been deluged with secrets for reducing the risk of cancer: Exercise, dark 

chocolate, moderate drinking, peach pits, not smoking- thousands of things we can try to 

avoid or cure cancer. While there are some obvious benefits to adopting healthy lifestyles, 

most cancers are actually due to random gene mutations as a result of DNA copying errors 

that happen when our cells divide.2 Manure happens, and sometimes there’s nothing we can 

do about it. Instead of looking for someone to blame, Jesus told the apostles, look for what 

God can do. When we encounter suffering people or suffering in our own lives, we have the 

same challenge from Jesus today. Stop looking for someone to blame. Turn your attention 

instead to God and what the Holy Spirit and the name of Jesus can do! 

4 In our reading from Romans, the apostle Paul makes the case that however we’re 

                                                
1https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Fetal_alcohol_spectrum_disorder 
2http://www.hopkinsmedicine.org/news/media/releases/new_study_finds_that_most_cancer_mutations_are_
due_to_random_dna_copying_mistakes 
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suffering, we can be confident that God is already at work bringing redemption, using that 

manure to bring new growth into our lives. In a way, Paul is saying the same thing that Jesus 

said. Take your eyes off your suffering and be looking instead for what God is about to do. 

Sometimes God simply removes our suffering- heals us dramatically and quickly. I can’t tell 

you how many times I’ve prayed for that in my life or the lives of others. And sometimes it 

happens. The manure of suffering is simply removed. But more often than that, it’s a slower 

and more difficult path that we walk. God redeems our suffering by creating something new, 

something good. Our healing comes in the form of new growth in our lives, rather than a 

restoration of what once was. 

5 It’s one thing to say that God uses our suffering to grow new things in our lives, but 

Paul took that to an entirely new level. Remember, this is the man who was beaten, 

imprisoned, and shipwrecked, repeatedly, and never once let those circumstances steal the 

joy from his life or sidetrack his mission of carrying the Good News of Jesus to the ends of 

the earth. This is the same man who was singing hymns with Silas as they were manacled 

and imprisoned. But Paul was more than a foolish optimist, he was an apostle of Jesus, and 

he saw through the eyes of a deep faith. When he suffered things like imprisonment, he did 

exactly what Jesus told the disciples to do. He took his eyes off his suffering and instead 

looked around expectantly for what God was about to do next. 

How is it that Paul was able to be so faithfully expectant, so hopeful, instead of 

focused on his suffering? Paul lays it out in a way that’s reminiscent of our reading from 

2Peter two weeks ago. Alert expectancy, or the more usual translation, “hope,” comes from 

the believe that God can develop endurance and perseverance in the midst of our suffering, 

something Eugene Peterson translates as “passionate patience.” Passionate patience isn’t the 

same thing as hunkering down, gritting your teeth, and bearing your suffering in silence. 

Passionate patience is a kind of waiting that is forward looking with a confidence that there 

will be a harvest in the future, no matter how bleak the drought is today. Passionate patience 

isn’t a form of shallow optimism, it’s an expression of a deep and personal relationship with 

Jesus Christ and the Holy Spirit. Passionate patience is grounded on the instruction of Jesus 

to the disciples: “You’re asking the wrong question…Look instead for what God can do.” 

6 So how can we join Paul in his alert expectancy, scrambling to round up enough 
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containers to hold all that God’s Spirit wants to pour into our lives, not in spite of, but 

because of and through the manure of our suffering? Adam Hamilton suggests we develop 

an MMP- a Manure Management Plan.  I want you to think about a way that you’ve been 

suffering recently and keep that in mind as we consider some possibilities for managing your 

manure. 

The first step for your MMP might be to reframe the problem into an opportunity. 

Reframing is a standard tool in cognitive psychology and parenting whereby we try to step 

away from a problem and look at it from a different perspective. For example, I’m sure 

you’ve seen all those tufts of grass in your neighborhood that are a nice dark green, and 

growing twice as fast as the rest of the grass? It’s annoying, but true, that when some dogs 

do their business is where the grass grows best! Start your MMP by recognizing that your 

trouble is an opportunity for God’s grace to shine through: the grass sometimes grow greener 

in the midst of a problem. What’s the manure in your life today? Could God be speaking to 

you through a helpful word or a thoughtful action? Could your suffering today actually make 

you the ideal instrument of God’s grace in ministering to someone else who shares the same 

suffering in their life? 

 7 How many of you have compost piles? Do you throw your vegetable peelings and 

lawn clippings onto the pile and then return the next day to get rich organic compost for 

gardening? Of course not! A second step for your manure management plan might be to 

recognize that just as composting takes times and turning, God will probably use time and 

turning before your manure pile can be redeemed. Time will take care of itself as we wait 

with passionate patience, but we have to remember to also do the turning, intentionally 

praying and seeking help from others in exposing our troubles to the fresh air and light. 

Hiding our problems is an obstacle for God’s grace. Have you given your suffering enough 

time to produce something redeeming? Have you done the turning that’s necessary for God 

to begin to work redeeming changes in your life? 

8 Everyone’s manure management plan will look different, but every MPP must 

include the cross: a reminder that our hope lies in the one who showed us what it means to 

suffer, Jesus Christ. We know by the witness of the Gospels and the saints who came before 

us that Jesus suffered a humiliating and painful death. But we also know that his suffering 
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was not the last word. By the power of God’s mighty hand, Jesus was raised from the tomb, 

given a new resurrection body, and raised to the right hand of the father. We know that his 

witness and Spirit continue to transform our lives and the world around us. The same God 

who redeemed the suffering of Jesus will redeem our suffering as well.  So look up! Be 

faithfully expectant that God is at work around you today, generously pouring into your life 

through the Holy Spirit! 

9 We’re going to close our message again with this Welsh Prayer that invites God to 

grow us to maturity and fruitfulness. As we pray, consider how God might act, or already be 

acting, to redeem your suffering? How might you be God’s instrument in redeeming the 

suffering of another? 

Please pray with me.  

All: Lord, we would grow with you. 

10 One: New shoots reaching out, hands stretched upward, like leaves newly formed, 

soaking up your light and warmth. 

All: Lord, we would grow with you. 

11 One: In sunshine and rain, in darkness and light, in cold days and summer days, 

from Springtime to Winter. 

All: Lord, we would grow with you. 

12 One: And bring forth fruit that is pleasing to you, fed by your living water, giving 

sustenance to others. 

All: Lord, we would grow with you. Amen. 
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