
Luke 13:1-9   1 At that very time there were some present who told him about the Galileans whose 
blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.  2 He asked them, “Do you think that because these 
Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans?  3 No, I tell you; but 
unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.  4 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?  5 No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”  6 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.  7 So 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?’  8 The gardener 
replied, ‘Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig around it and put manure on it.  9 If it bears fruit 
next year, well and good; but if not, then you can cut it down.’” 
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I read a funny story “…about a potato farmer who was fuming because his son was arrested on 
a minor offense, and he would be spending the first few weeks of planting season in jail.  The father 
wrote him a letter saying, “Son, what were you thinking? You made a stupid mistake, and now I have 
no one to help me dig up the garden for the planting potatoes.” 

“The son wrote back, “For heaven’s sake!  Don’t dig in the garden this year.  That’s where I hid 
all my guns.” 

“The next morning, the father awoke to find the local police force digging up the garden behind 
his house.  After hours of work, the officers left empty-handed. 

“Confused, the father wrote back and told his son what had happened. 
“The son wrote back one line: “NOW plant the potatoes.” 
“I suppose that’s clever.  Not that I have the remotest idea of when it’s a good time to plant 

potatoes.  I don’t exactly have a green thumb.  In fact, I relate to author Richard Diran who said, “I have 
a rock garden, but last week, three of them died.”  [6 ¶s submitted by K. Couch Yards@laughalot.com; as adapted 

from “A Fruitful Life” by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.] 
So don’t ask me about planting potatoes, or nurturing figs, or tending trees.  Not that today’s 

lesson is really about gardening.  Jesus uses language his audience would understand.  Living where 
they do in Israel, an arid climate with definite dry spells and desert wilderness, they all know the 
importance of using soil wisely.  A fig tree is a valuable commodity if it provides fruit.  But when it 
doesn’t produce, one doesn’t waste soil and water on it.  That’s a no-brainer.  But let’s not get ahead 
of the lesson for today. 

As Luke 13 opens, Jesus has been teaching.  Throughout chapter 12, Jesus has taught them 
about avoiding hypocrisy, overcoming fear and worry, the faithfulness of God, the futility of wealth if it 
isn’t used in service to God, the importance of watching and staying alert for God’s movement, and the 
reality that his message will cause conflict and division between those who get it and those who don’t.  
He ends chapter 12 by warning his listeners that just as a debtor or his or her way to court should make 
every effort to settle before being dragged before the judge, so we are called to repent and seek 
reconciliation with God, for our time is short.   
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It's a sobering lesson.  As chapter 13 opens, Jesus is interrupted by some of his listeners.  
Exactly why they bring up the tragedy that befell a group of Galileans who were slaughtered by Roman 
soldiers as they were offering sacrifices in the temple isn’t clear.  But Jesus takes it as that age-old 
question:  did they suffer their terrible fate because they were sinful.  The theory that bad things 
happen because it’s deserved has been around since humankind first began trying to understand our 
existence many, many millennia ago.  Jesus consistently debunks that theory.  My beloved friends, 
most of want to find some explanation for terrible things that happen.  But the truth is that there is not 
a reason for everything.  That hunger to believe there must be a reason, an explanation, a purpose, is 
in fact, born of a hunger to make the world controllable.  We want things to make sense, to follow 
rules, to fit patterns.  But sometimes they don’t.  The good news is that God is not an indifferent 
observer in these moments.  God is on the move, actively comforting us, loving us, empowering us.  
Remember that God’s power is love – it is the source and drive of God’s work in the world.  And it is 
the most powerful force on earth.   

Some of you may remember the story of Candace Lightner, who, in May of 1980, lost her 13-
year-old daughter Cari when Cari and a friend were walking alongside the road on the way to a church 
carnival and were hit by drunk driver.  Candace was overcome with grief, anguish, and pain.  Cari’s 
death was senseless; meaningless, random.  It served no purpose, it righted no wrong, it accomplished 
nothing of God’s will for the world.  But her faith also told her that God could use the senselessness of 
her daughter’s death to bring about good, and she set out to make sure that was what happened.  She 
founded MADD (Mothers Against Drunk Driving) and carried Cari’s photo with her as she worked 
tirelessly to change drunk driving laws, build up treatment and support for alcoholism, and begin a 
national advertising campaign to educate all of us on the dangers of driving while intoxicated, the value 
designated drivers, and the importance of planning ahead when we know we’ll be drinking.  She 
mobilized thousands of volunteers and even some cab companies ready to drive people home when 
they were drunk.  She talked about accountability and responsibility, and helped to change public 
opinion to take drunk driving far more seriously.  And it’s paid off.  Drunk driving deaths in the US in 
1982 numbered more than 21,000.  In 2018, it was down below 11,000.  An uptick of drunk driving 
fatalities during the pandemic has led to a new Advertising Campaign.  God moved in Candace Lightner 
to bring good out of senseless or meaningless tragedies.  And God can do the same for us. 

But as inspiring as those kinds of stories may be, that’s not the main point of Jesus’ teaching 
today.  For Jesus, the greatest tragedy is not the tragic deaths of those Galileans slaughtered by Pilate 
or the eighteen killed with the tower of Siloam fell on them, as heartbreaking as they are.  The greatest 
tragedy is a life that has no meaning or purpose.  The greatest tragedy is to take space and not do 
anything with it.  Twice, Jesus cautions the crowd, “Unless you repent, you’ll perish as they did.”  When 
he says that, he’s not referring to the manner of their death.  I think that Jesus was making the point 
that the tragedy of these deaths was not in their gruesomeness, but in their pointlessness.  All of us are 
sinners.  There isn’t one of us, including me, that isn’t guilty of sin.  “Saint Augustine once wrote, 
"Whatever we are, we are not what we ought to be."  And Mark Twain, with his characteristic sense of 
humor, tells us how he understands that when he wrote, "Man was made at the end of the week, 
when God was tired."  [from “God Doesn't Ask A Fig Tree To Produce Bananas” by Lee Griess, www.Sermons.com.].  I 
don’t know if that’s true, but like the Apostle Paul, I wrestle with my sinful nature all the time.  I recall 
where he writes in Romans 7, “I know what is right, but I cannot do it!  I decide to do good, but don’t 
really do it.  I decide not to do bad, but then I go and do it anyway!”  [from Romans 7:18-19 – The Message].  
Our will is at war with the power of sin deep inside us, and if nothing moves us beyond that, we grow 
jaded, cynical, despairing, and life begins to lose meaning.  Jesus calls us to repentance, but it’s not 
merely about feeling remorse for sin.  Repentance is about discovering the newness of life.  
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Throughout Lent, I’ve been talking about God on the move.  Today, the movement we’re exploring is 
the movement of God within us – the movement of God to lead us beyond an internal war to a place of 
fruitfulness, meaning, purpose, and drive.   

That’s where the fig tree comes in.  A man plants a fig tree and for three years, he waters it, 
tends it, nurtures it as it grows.  But here it is, the beginning of a fourth season, and there’s still no 
fruit.  So he says to the gardener, “Cut it down!”  It’s wasting space.  It’s leaching nutrients from the 
soil.  It’s robbing the vines of precious water.”  That’s harsh! 

This week, a colleague of mine shared a story about his time as a teacher, before he became a 
pastor.  While serving as a teacher, he taught night classes to help people get their GEDs.  He talked 
about how many of his students had, at one time or another, been told that they were a waste a space, 
a waste of resources, a hopeless cause.  Many of them had been written off by teachers, society, even 
family.  He asked:  “Do you know what it feels like to be considered a problem?”  That question makes 
my heart ache.  I imagine that more than just his students have experienced that feeling.  Anyone who 
has ever walked into a soup kitchen for a meal, or spent the night at a homeless shelter, or visited a 
free medical clinic, or called a suicide hotline, or stood alone on the playground, or sat idle behind bars, 
or just gone through the motions to get through the day, or pulled the covers up over their head and 
rolled over rather than face the day may know what that feels like.   

But what happens?  The gardener intercedes for the tree.  Let me dig around, loosen the soil, 
soften that hard heart just a bit.  Let me fertilize, which is just a nice way of saying, “let me work 
through the crap in your life.”  Give it more time, and let’s see if it doesn’t bear fruit. 

Friends, every last one of us is made to bear fruit.  God doesn’t make wastes of space.  Which 
means you are not a waste of space.  Your life has meaning purpose.   

Early 20th century novelist Somerset Maugham said it best in his autobiography, Summing Up.  
He wrote, "I knew that I had no lyrical quality, a small vocabulary, little gift of metaphor.  The original 
and striking simile never occurred to me.  Poetic flights...were beyond my powers.  But I did have an 
acute power of observation, and it seemed to me that I could see a great many things that other 
people missed.  I could put down in clear terms what I saw...I knew that I should never write as well as I 
could wish, but I thought, with pains, that I could arrive at writing as well as my natural defects 
allowed."  Somerset Maugham discovered the secret of genius.   

The owner of the vineyard went looking for figs on that fig tree.  Not pineapples or bananas.  
God does not ask us to become what we are not.  But the Spirit has gifted each of us.  You and I are 
asked only to accomplish what our natural gifts allow, but we are asked to accomplish just that.  [2 ¶s 

from “The Secret Ingredient Of Success” by King Duncan, www.Sermons.com.]   
Jessica LaGrone offers this insight.  She writes, “Isn't it amazing that on Easter morning Mary 

mistook Jesus for a gardener just outside his tomb?  The grass may be greener on the other side of the 
fence, yet Jesus not only insists we notice the dead spots in our own lives, but he actually promises to 
care for us until those places come to life again.  Gazing over to the other side of the fence may allow 
us to avoid confronting our issues, but Jesus brings our gaze to the truth and that truth is the beginning 
of being set free.  We are every one of us living in a season of second chances having been saved from 
the axe by Jesus’ desire to restore us to our best.  We may look longingly at greener grass from time to 
time, but Jesus moves back over the fence to the place we find healing, change and fruitfulness right in 
our own backyard.  [adapted from Jessica LaGrone in A Preacher’s Guide to Lectionary Sermon Series, Vol. 1, compiled 

by Jessica Miller Lelley (Louisville, KY:  Westminster John Knox Press, 2016) pg. 196-197.] 
It may interest you to realize that Jesus never tells us that fate of that fig tree.  Maybe that’s 

because it’s up to us to embrace the gardener’s grace and bear fruit.  The choice is in our hands.  I find 
it meaningful that in those days (and sometimes years) when I feel like that barren tree, there is a 
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gardener who will not only go to bat for me with the owner, but who will work with me in this next 
year I am given to see that I bear some fruit; who turns manure into nourishment.  He pleads mercy for 
us in our barren days and years, offers sustenance for us to grow in the grace period we are given, and 
stands by us with a love that will not let us be destroyed, no matter what tragedy or triumph life brings 
our way.  Each of us has the power not only to find good in horrible moments, but to live meaningfully 
and purposefully each day.  We have been gifted by God to bear fruit in a wide variety of ways.  Like a 
fruit salad of intermingled flavors and textures, we together offer our varied gifts to bring balance, 
hope, love, and beauty to a complex world.   

When I was a kid, we used to play a game called Fruit Basket Upset.  Each of us was assigned to 
be a certain kind of fruit – a pineapple, an orange, a grape, a watermelon – and when our kind of fruit 
was called, we had to run around a change places with somebody else in our group.  But every now 
and then, the teacher would yell “Fruit Basket Upset!” and then we all had to get up and run around 
and change places.  It was a silly game to get kids moving.   

This morning, I want to get us moving.  Not just physically, but in our hearts and minds, also.  To 
that end, you’ve been given a cutout of a piece of fruit.  It’s got a white sticker where you can write on 
it, so I want to invite you to take a few moments now to write on that fruit a gift you have or a way you 
bear fruit and do good in the world, or perhaps a dream you have to use your gift and do good in the 
future.  And then I want you to bring it up and pin it to board up front as part of our fruit basket.  And 
when we’re done, we’re going to have a beautiful representation of the ways that God is moving right 
now to empower fruitfulness among us.  Bryan’s going to play some music, and you can bear your fruit 
to the basket as you feel led.   

Amen. 


