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‘The ball is in my court’   
“The ball is in your court!” It’s a well-known saying, that we often hear. It’s an idiom or metaphor from the game of tennis and it means, “I’ve done my bit. It’s up to you to make the next move! I’ve done as much as I can. Now it’s over to you!”
Just last week this saying was bandied around in global news headlines, in reference to the 30-day ceasefire in Ukraine. The Ukraine president had agreed to the terms of the ceasefire. Now it was up to the Russian president to agree. “The ball is in Putin’s court”, it was said. It’s now up to him. 
I reckon we tend to feel a bit smug and a bit self-righteous when we say, “The ball is in your court”. It lets us off the hook. We believe we can do nothing more, so we opt out. We point the finger of blame elsewhere and avoid responsibility. 
In our gospel reading today from Luke 13, Jesus immediately recognises this tendency in the crowd of listeners and is very quick to say that they needed to personally own the problem, and do something about it themselves, rather than ‘putting the ball in someone else’s court’. 
This scene in Luke 13 comes at the end of a long discourse of teaching (since 12:1) by Jesus to a very large crowd. At this point some people in the crowd came up to Jesus to tell him about “the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices” (v1) We don’t know the background detail of this bloodshed (although other historians do give some more clues), but what strikes me is the question, why are they telling Jesus this? What’s their motive? What response are they looking for?
It seems to me that this is a bit like gossip. We are all familiar with gossip. We’ve all had people come up to us with some latest gossip. Why do people like to gossip? My guess is that are looking for a reaction from you to the juicy story they have just heard about such and such. Some people in the crowd that day were just like that, apparently.  “Hey Jesus, did you hear about that time when Pilate did that atrocious thing to those Galileans?” They almost certainly knew that Jesus himself was a Galilean, so they were, no doubt itching for his response. Isn’t that often why people gossip? They want a reaction. It’s as if they wanted Jesus to condemn someone, to blame someone, or take sides, or to reinforce the strongly held, but erroneous belief of the time that the suffering of the Galileans (or anyone) was because they were somehow worse sinners than others and must have deserved their horrible fate. 
On that last point, Jesus was very quick and sharp to shut down any talk of some people being worse sinners than others and would thus suffer more in this life because of it. In another place Jesus was again very quick to shut down similar talk. Once when he met a man, blind from birth, he was asked, “who sinned, this man or his parents?” Jesus’ answer was quick and clear: “Neither this man nor his parents sinned” (John 9:1-3). 

We know from life experience that bad stuff happens to good people, completely unrelated to their sin. We know life is not fair in the way suffering is dealt out. Yet still, when bad things happen it is natural for us to cry out, “What have I done to deserve this!?” In today’s story, Jesus brought up another example of the tower of Siloam falling over and killing 18 innocent people. (v4). The gossipers in the crowd may have assumed those victims must have sinned badly to die in what was simply a freak accident. So, did they deserve that? Of course not, said Jesus. 
So, rather than get drawn in by these gossip merchants, Jesus does not give them the reaction they hope for. Rather he turns the whole thing around on them – as he so often did – and says to them, in a pretty stern way, “The ball is in your court – don’t worry Pilate or the Galileans. You, yourselves need to repent or you will perish” (v5). 
You know, it’s really easy and tempting for us to look at the problems we see all around us, and demand explanations from someone. We want to blame someone. Victoria’s crime-wave is the Premier’s fault! The cost of living is the Prime Minister’s fault! Or, it’s Putin or Trump or Netanyahu who are to blame for our global instability. Even close to home, we might have a bad neighbour in our street who is making life miserable for everyone, and we point the finger at him or her. But Jesus says, “Hey, the ball is in your court. Rather than focusing on how bad your neighbour is, work on being the best neighbour you can be – even being a good neighbour towards that nasty person!” Now that’s where it gets uncomfortable!
Remember Jesus’ words, “Why do you look at the speck of sawdust in your brother’s eye and pay no attention to the plank in your own eye?” (Luke 6:41). The ball is in your court. 
It can be really challenging to admit that the ball is, in fact, back in my own court. It’s up to me to be the best neighbour I can be - the best parent, or spouse, or boss, or employee that I can be. In other words, what’s the part I can play, to make our world a better place – to be a part of God’s Kingdom being done on earth? What can I personally do?
According to Jesus in today’s story, we begin to play our part with repentance. 
The word ‘repentance’ comes from the ancient Greek word ‘metanoia’ which literally means to “change one’s mind”. It is a word with deep and rich meaning, with much significance, spiritually. Metanoia is also the root word for ‘metamorphosis’ which means ‘a radical transformation’. Metamorphosis is what happens to a caterpillar as it transforms into a butterfly. It is a powerful physical image of what can happen to us internally and spiritually. So, repentance speaks of something deeply transforming. 
However, repentance has often been more narrowly interpreted as simply a 180-degree moral turnaround, or simply a turning away from sin and heading in a new direction. That’s true, but I don’t think it does full justice to the richness of the meaning of repentance in its biblical context, where it usually means to take on a whole new way of thinking – a whole new perspective, which pervades one’s whole life and therefore affects one’s actions and lifestyle. This is what Jesus was asking of the crowd that day. He was saying “The ball is in your court to repent”. “You may never transform the Pilates of this world, but you can be transformed yourselves”. 

The Apostle Paul, in our other reading from 1 Corinthians 10, was saying the same thing, but in a different way. He was writing to the church in Corinth, warning them not to make the same mistakes that the Israelites had made while wandering in the desert long ago. He says, “Now these things occurred as examples to keep us from setting our hearts on evil things as they did” (10:6) He’s basically saying, “You’ve seen what happened to them. The ball is in your court now, to resist human temptations and set your hearts on the things of God”. Be transformed in your own thinking and in your own actions. 
We see examples of this transformation of thinking in the Old Testament as well. In Isaiah 55 (one of this week’s lectionary readings) we have the words of God spoken through the prophet Isaiah, saying, “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your ways my ways, declares the Lord” (Is 55:8). Repentance means embracing completely different thoughts and ways. It fundamentally changes our way of thinking, and way of life. 
But we need to want to do that. As David writes in Psalm 63 (the other OT passage this week), “O God, you are my God, earnestly I seek you; my soul thirsts for you, my body longs for you, in a dry and weary land where there is no water” (Ps 63:1). He knows he needs God in his life and longs for him in earnest. Repentance means wanting to embrace God’s thoughts and ways as a thirsty person in the desert longs for water. 
Getting back to Jesus, after he tells his listeners the ball is in their court to repent, Jesus finishes up with a parable. The owner of a vineyard has a fig tree which is bearing no fruit. For three years he has waited in vain for the tree to bear fruit, and he’s had enough. He orders one of his workers to cut it down. But that worker jumps to the defence of the fig tree and pleads with the boss to give the tree one more season, and in that time he will personally care for the tree and fertilise it, in the hope that it will bear fruit. The parable ends without us knowing if the boss allowed the extra year. We assume he did. 
We need to always be careful with parables not to over analyse them. We can head down many pointless pathways by trying to say who the owner represents, or who the worker represents, or draw other clever conclusions. We do better to simply identify the one key point Jesus is trying to make. And that key point would be that the fig tree is given more time to bear fruit. It is being offered a period of grace. And the lesson for us is that we too are given free grace, which gives us space to repent – space to be transformed through a change of our thoughts and ways. 
And this isn’t a once-off repentance that we did some time in the past. It’s a daily, ongoing thing. Every day we are called to examine ourselves and honestly ask ourselves if we are living in the thoughts and ways of our Lord. Every day, God keeps on giving us grace to change. 
The evidence that we are doing that is in the fruit that our lives produce. As John the Baptist said, earlier in Luke’s gospel, “Produce fruit, in keeping with your repentance” (Luke 3:8). 
There is a well-known saying, often attributed to Mahatma Ghandi which says, “Be the change you wish to see in the world”. Well, that could be just what Jesus was saying to the crowd, and therefore to us. Instead of saying to others, “The ball is in your court”, lets rephrase it and say, “The ball is in my court”. 
