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The holy gospel according to Luke.
Glory to you, O Lord.
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At that very time there were some present who told him about the Galileans whose blood
Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. 2[Jesus] asked them, “Do you think that because
these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? 3No, I
tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.
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Or those eighteen who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them—do you think
that they were worse offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem? 5No, I tell you; but
unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”
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Then he told this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came
looking for fruit on it and found none. 7So he said to the gardener, ‘See here! For three
years I have come looking for fruit on this fig tree, and still I find none. Cut it down! Why
should it be wasting the soil?’ 8He replied, ‘Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig
around it and put manure on it. 9If it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can
cut it down.’ ”
The gospel of the Lord.
Praise to you, O Christ.
Grace to you and peace from God our Father and our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ.
Has anyone here (or at home) ever tried to grow a fig tree? Probably not – this is Minnesota.
We are 3 zones colder than where figs can grow. But I grew up in Maryland, which was on the
edge of the fig comfort zone. So, in the northwest corner of our house, my mother planted a
fig tree. Well, actually, it never became a tree, it was more of a fig bush. And she loved that fig
bush. She tended it, she fed it, she trimmed it. And in my whole
childhood, it may have had 3 figs on it. But that didn’t matter. She
kept at it. And to this day, I love the smell and the taste of figs. Not
so much because I love the flavor or the texture, but because to me,
they taste like compassion and tender care.
I always think of that when the parable of the fig tree comes
around. It’s hard to hear the judgment of the owner, “Cut it down!

Why should it be wasting the soil?” Hard not to be stressed
by the one year, produce or else threat. After all, we’ve
heard it before. Didn’t John the Baptist say, “Even now the
ax is lying at the root of the trees; every tree therefore that
does not bear good fruit is cut down and thrown into the
fire”? Didn’t we hear “As for this worthless slave, throw him
into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and
gnashing of teeth.” when a slave didn’t produce a profit with
his talent. And you only have to live in this world for about 5
minutes before you hear the siren call to do more, make more, be more and do it all faster, or
you will be left behind, cut down, worthless.
But what if Jesus isn’t telling us we have four years to produce or else. What if the judgement
threat isn’t hanging over our heads? What if Jesus is really calling us to something much better.
Take a look at the parable of the fig tree. A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard. Which
begs the question, “Why would you plant a fig tree in a vineyard?” -- to produce figs that taste
like wine? To provide shade for the workers? Cause you didn’t have anywhere else to put it?
How can you expect the fig tree to thrive in such a strange space?
Many of us know what it feels like to be planted in the
wrong space. To not fit in. Just think about the young
person who isn’t comfortable in their own body or in the
expectations put on them. What’s it like to be the black or
brown person who is the only non-white face in the room.
What does it feel like to be the neighbor whose life is falling
apart, and everyone on the street looks away when you
walk by? How do you thrive in a space when you feel like
you don’t belong?
And how often do we think we can, fix it - make it on our own. If I just work a little harder, find
the right diet, or the right relationship or the right self-help book, I’ll be okay. I’ll thrive. I’ll
have the good life. I’ll be happy. But someday doesn’t come, and in the end, we’re left to
figure out the life we have.
The vineyard owner has no pity on the fig tree. The man said
to the gardener, ‘See here! For three years I have come looking
for fruit on this fig tree, and still I find none. Cut it down! Why
should it be wasting the soil?’ Did anyone ever tell this guy
that it takes a fig tree three to five years to produce fruit even
it’s planted in a good, healthy space?
And how often do we find ourselves in the place of this owner.
Wanting people to live up to our expectations – right now.

Judging them as evil or inferior or misinformed or unproductive, even when we have no idea
what their life is like. Cut them down. Throw them away.
Is this what God wants for us? The life of the accounting equation? – Be good enough and good
things will happen to you; be bad, and, well, it’s all over? Judging each other and being judged
by some random set of expectations that we can never achieve? Is this the way God comes to
us? Or, as Jesus put it, “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they
were worse sinners than all other Galileans?”
Here’s the truth. Life is hard. Things happen that we can’t
explain, and we didn’t cause. There is sickness, and war, and
lost hope. We can’t be perfect. And we desperately need
God and each other. We need the God who is gracious and
merciful, slow to anger and abounding in steadfast love. We
need the God who is like a gardener treating us with
compassion and patience. We need each other. We need
each other to accept us and build us up in this life. That kind
of radical hospitality and caring can make all the difference.
I have a son, who, for his whole life, has never been good at morning. We fought, I dragged
him out of bed, he was late for school more times than I want to remember. So, when he got
to college, I was horrified that he had signed up for an 8 am chemistry class. (To be fair, it was
the only thing that would fit in his schedule, but 8 am…)
Sure enough, about 2/3 of the way through the semester I got a
call from him.
“Mom, I failed chemistry.”
“Uh, it’s not the end of the semester yet. What happened?”
“Well, my professor gives us homework that’s due at the
beginning of every class. And you can’t hand it in after class
starts. And she said if you miss 3 homework assignments, you fail
the class…. And I just overslept for the 3rd time.”
“Call your professor, dear.”
“But she said no exceptions…”
“Call your professor or go over there. Tell her what happened and ask for another chance. She
works with freshmen. She’ll understand”
“But she said...”
“Call her.”
A couple hours later he called me back. “She said that she gets it! It’s hard to get up for an 8am
class. She’s giving me another chance!” He went out, bought a second alarm clock, and was
never late to class again.

Yes, I know that’s a small thing, when there are wars and fires and shootings in this world. But
we have to start somewhere. That kind of radical, undeserved hospitality and caring makes a
difference. We know it does. Just think about the face any kid who was ever invited to sit with
someone at lunch. Ask the person who was at the end of their rope and got a note saying, “I’m
thinking about you.” Think about the heroes, great and small, who said one person, one note,
one compassionate listener changed my life.
Life is hard. Like a fig tree planted in a vineyard, so many of us struggle to become what we
were created to be. But God is patient and caring. As community we can surround and hold
each other up. The meal is here to nourish us. And strengthened by hospitality and caring, we
all can, and will bear fruit. Amen.

