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How do you hold onto hope for change in your life and in this world? In my own life, that hope is
tended and nurtured on an empty city lot behind my home that, like so many of the most significant
pieces of our lives, is tied to a much larger story of God’s presence in the midst of trials and the
faithfulness of those who have persevered.

As I pull weeds, pick strawberries, and tend cucumber vines in that lot, I’m surrounded by intricately
carved wooden sculptures created by the late Milton Mizenburg, an artist, sculptor, gardener, and
beloved neighbor to many in our community. For decades, Milton and his family helped to care for
empty neighborhood lots, which existed amongst significant community challenges, and on these lots
he placed his artwork to be freely enjoyed by the neighborhood that he loved.

Milton realized as a young artist that the teens in his neighborhood were drawn to his unique artistic
creations. When his wife wearied of teens coming in and out of their home to enjoy his sculptures and
his company, she encouraged him to take his artwork outside, and countless people, young and old,
have continued to marvel at his work through the years. In his later years, after a challenging cancer
battle, Milton would share the tender story of God’s work in his life as he tended his vegetable patch in
that lot. As my young kids and I planted and weeded alongside him, it became clear that the nurturing
of these lots and the creation of his art was fruit born out of a deep sense of passion and purpose.
Reading Jesus’ invitation in John 15 to remain in him that we might bear much fruit, I think of the fruit
that was born in Milton’s life out of a growing understanding of God’s great love for him and his
neighbors, fruit that I am able to continue to bear witness to today.

Therefore, since we are surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses, let us throw off everything
that hinders and the sin that so easily entangles. And let us run with perseverance the race marked

out for us, fixing our eyes on Jesus, the pioneer and perfecter of faith. (Hebrews 12:1-2)

Jesus invites us to abide in him that we might be strengthened to persevere in the midst of trials, and
to join in with the cloud of witnesses who’ve gone before us to hold onto the hope that, in him, our
lives might bear rich and lasting fruit that will extend beyond our lifetimes. This Saturday, we’ll gather
in our neighborhood on one of those lots in the midst of Milton’s carved sculptures to celebrate
Juneteenth, that day that marked the acknowledgement of freedom for the enslaved people of Texas
who received word of the Emancipation Proclamation two and half years after it had taken effect. How
many in the great cloud of witnesses prayed mightily and fought boldly in the work of abolition to shine
the light on the evils of slavery, holding onto the hope that the fruit of freedom would one day come?
As we stand on that lot this week, we’ll acknowledge the fruit that has been born and the important,
timely work that remains to be done in the work of justice and freedom...work that sometimes looks
like intricate art cultivated by a loving neighbor on an empty city lot. May we abide in Jesus that we
might see the fruit he wants to bear in our lives and in our day:

You did not choose me, but I chose you and appointed you so that you might go and bear fruit
—fruit that will last—and so that whatever you ask in my name the Father will give you.

This is my command: Love each other. (John 15:16-17)


