What are you doing with your elbows?  That may seem like a strange question, but I think it will become clear by the time I get to the end of my sermon.  When I was a youngster at summer camp, I can still remember to this day, while eating in the dinning hall, hearing the following chant: “Get you elbows off the table Bob Burton. Get your elbows off the table Bob Burton.  Get you elbows off the table, this is not a horse’s stable.  Get your elbows off the table Bob Burton.”  Mind you, it was not that I was always being picked on by the other campers, but rather than I was one of many occasional victims.  None the less, feeling embarrassed, I immediately repented and changed my behavior by getting my elbows off the table.  
Repentance and change are themes of today’s gospel.  What Jesus is saying to his listeners and to you and me is that rather than judging others, we should start paying attention to our own lives and how we measure up to God’s call to be his faithful people.  Our Lord reminds us that it is never too late to repent and change.  However, many of us tend to procrastinate when it comes to making changes in our lives.
It reminds me of the story about a fire and brimstone preacher who was delivering his usual doomsday sermon about the end of the world.  “Repent,” he shouted.  “Repent because sooner or later the signs of the end of time will begin to appear.”  Then lowering his voice, the preacher continued, “God hasn’t told us when he would bring the world to and end.  That’s for us to know.  It could be a billion years from now.”  Whereupon a worried parishioner from the back of the church cried out, “How long did you say?”  “It could be a billion years, the preacher continued.  To which the much relieved parishioner replied, “Thank God!  I thought you said a million years.”  Procrastination has become a way of life for many of us.
Jesus is less concerned with a time table for the end of the world than he is reminding us that it is never too late to make needed changes in our lives.  What are some of the changes you need to make in your life?  To be honest, one of the changes in my life I am constantly working on is being more patience toward my self as I tend to be a perfectionist at times.  My wife, Annie has commented to me on more than one occasion that I need to be kinder towards my self.  I suspect, like with other changes I need to make in my life, I am a work in progress.  What about you?  What are some of the changes you need to make in your life?   
Repentance means taking an honest to God look into what is going on in our lives.  Repentance means looking behind the various masks we hold up in front of ourselves, our families, friends and the rest of society.  Some of us are skillful at hold up masks that we almost believe they represent who we really are.  Repentance is the work, the pain and discomfort of going down to the deepest level of one’s being and making connection with one’s real self.  In other words, not who others think we are, but who we really are.  

Reading on in today’s gospel Jesus presents the parable of the fig tree that is not bearing fruit.  Contrary to what some people may think, God is not portrayed in the parable as an angry owner who wants to punish us every time we rebel against him.  Rather God is symbolized as a loving and patient creator.  God’s patience is overwhelming and God constantly offers us opportunities again and again to repent and change.  The way I look at it is that God must have an incredible amount of patience in dealing with you and me.  
“Reform your lives and believe in the Gospel.  Reform!  Change!  Repent!” are familiar words from the lips of Jesus.  If we want to become the unique, beautiful and fulfilled persons God created us to be, then we must be willing to change our way of thinking and our way of living.  Jesus calls us into his ministry.  The decision to follow him or go our own way is ours to choose.  It is a moment of faith.  Faith is not the opposite of doubt of skepticism.  The opposite of faith is apathy and indifference. 
The parable of the fig tree seeks to remind us that it is never too late to change.  By the grace of God we can choose to transfer control of our lives from outside forces to the love of Christ within.  We can change egoism, false pride and self-centeredness to sacrificial giving.  We can change from insensitivity and indifference to understanding and compassion.  And we can change from taking all we can get in life to sharing with others a portion of what we have been given.

Whenever we refuse to let God be God, we create our own living hell.  Whenever we try to micro mange the lives of others, thus closing ourselves off from the abundant life Jesus offers us, we are living in hell.  And whenever we pronounce judgment on others in a vengeful and unforgiving way, we are living in hell.  Someone once said that those living in hell and those living in heaven have a profound similarity.  The similarity in both instances is that their elbows are locked.  The difference, however, is that those living in hell eventually die because they cannot feed themselves, while those living in heaven will live forever because they feed one another.  The question, my friends, is not whether our elbows are on the table, but what are we doing with them.  Amen.
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