
I love the story of the Reverend John Newton, often simply known as the Vicar

of Olney, a town in Buckinghamshire, England where he ministered for sixteen

years and where he also wrote many hymns. In October 1806, after even more

years in a parish in London, he got up to preach for the last time. It was at a

special service to raise money for the sufferers from the Battle of Trafalgar

which has been fought a year earlier. During his sermon something happened

to him that I certainly hope will never happen to me. His mind wandered for a

few moments, and he stopped speaking. Perhaps he was recalling the day

when he had been taken by the Press Gang, or his own active service as a

midshipman, or later, his infamous years as a slave ship captain. Whatever it

was that distracted him, someone eventually had to go up in the pulpit, and

whisper in his ear and gently remind him that he was in the middle of his

sermon.  He duly continued.

Newton lived on for another year or so, and a few weeks before he died, he

said to a friend, ‘My memory is nearly gone, but I remember two things: that I

am a great sinner and that Christ is a great Saviour.’ He also wrote the words of

his own epitaph, which said: ‘John Newton (Clerk), once an infidel and

libertine, a servant of slaves in Africa, was by the rich mercy of our Lord and

Saviour Jesus Christ, Preserved, Restored, Pardoned – and appointed to preach

the faith he had long laboured to destroy.’ He had already written the more

familiar testimony of his changed life, which I seem to have heard somewhere

quite recently. It began with these words: ‘Amazing Grace, how sweet the

sound that saved a wretch like me; I once was lost but now am found, was

blind but now I see.’

Today we are reminded of the amazing and patient grace of God. The

background of our Gospel and the lament of Jesus about Jerusalem is that the

people of Israel had been called, chosen to be special and they were living in a

land that was often referred to as God’s vineyard. But something had gone

wrong over the many centuries since their story began with the call of

Abraham. In particular, and in spite of efforts to reform and recommit

particularly after the Exile of the 6th century BC, their leaders had either

forsaken or fallen short of their sacred covenant. And now, by the first

decades of the common era and the time of Jesus, they and their capital city

1



and their holy temple had become the corrupt centre of collaboration with the

Roman conquerors, a ‘den of robbers’ as Jesus would describe it.

We heard in the Gospel of Herod Antipas, one of the vassal kings whose power

and privilege were the gift of his Roman masters. He is apparently out to kill

Jesus who had by now a reputation for disturbing the peace, certainly the

apparent religious peace of the nation. Jesus refers to him as a fox, not in

those times anywhere near complimentary about someone who is cunning;

rather the equivalent of a rat or a skunk today. Jesus chooses to ignore the

advice of the uncharacteristically friendly Pharisees who warn him of Herod’s

threat. He is resolved to continue his mission and journey to Jerusalem and

confront the fate that awaits him there. And with a lament that seems to come

from the heart of God he says, ‘Jerusalem, Jerusalem, you that kill the prophets

and stone those who are sent to you! How often have I longed to gather your

children together, as a hen gathers her brood under her wings, and you

refused! Look, your house will be (forsaken) (left to you).’ These words

anticipate the destruction of the temple and Jerusalem following the Jewish

uprising some forty years later.

The Jewish nation, or at least its leadership centred in the temple had failed to

live out its calling as sealed in the covenants established long ago through

Abraham and Moses. And over the centuries those who came to challenge

this centre of power and try to lead it back on the right path, most especially

the prophets, found themselves persecuted or killed. Jesus himself would

suffer the same fate.

But in spite of all this, the chapter from which we read our Gospel today is one

of hope. It begins with the parable of the fig tree, which I see is included in

next Sunday’s Gospel, so I had better not say too much about it today! It is a

parable in which Jesus talks of the tree that bore no fruit but was given another

chance, another season to bear fruit with some helpful input from the

gardener, failing which it would be cut down. The story demonstrates that with

God there is always a second chance. There was a second chance for Israel,

God’s vineyard, to bear fruit. In a sense, the earlest Christians saw themselves

as a second chance Jewish movement, as they sought a new relationship with

the God of Israel by following the way of Jesus.
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Jesus began his mission with a call to repentance. Repentance is not simply

about turning away from what is evil and wrong but about producing the fruits

of life that are good and right. The Greek word is ‘metanoia,’ and it is best

translated as conversion. It literally means to go beyond the mind that you

now have: turn around, change your mind and heart and priorities. Conversion

is a joyful experience in which we escape from the slavery and misery of

self-centredness and discover the freedom and grace of God-centredness. It is

a response to the call to enter the joy of the Kingdom of God and to live by its

values of justice, love and peace, along with compassion, service and

inclusiveness.

Conversion involves a continuous process of growth and healing and renewal.

We are always a work in progress. Being Christian is to be engaged in a lifelong

journey of conversion, of salvation, of being transformed. And, turning our

gaze from ourselves to others, we do well to remember, as John Newton

discovered for himself, that by the amazing grace of God none are so fallen that

they cannot be healed, forgiven, restored, made new and set free.
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