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“I Am Still Looking for Fig Tree Fruit” 

Let us pray: O God, our source and our ultimate destination, give us such 
confidence in your grace that we may live fully, unafraid, turning toward you 
day by day by day...until we bear your fruit. Amen. 

 Once a long-winded preacher had been preaching for about an hour 
and didn’t seem anywhere close to ending. He said, “I’m really on a roll 
here, and there’s a lot more that I want to say, but Jesus has just told me to 
stop, so Jesus has told me to end my message.”  

The choir director/organist said, “Let’s stand and sing, ‘What a friend 
we have in Jesus.’” Yes, there are times when we really must listen to Jesus 
and today’s gospel scripture is not a lesson that a lot of us want to hear, 
particularly when it comes to the will of God. 

It's hard to let God be God. We long to explain things only God can 
know. We human beings have spent centuries to find cause and effect 
patterns for every good and every evil. Yet we can each tell stories of 
terrible tragedies that have happened to good and faithful people.  

Maybe they happened to you. We want to make sense of things that 
make no sense, so we put words into God's mouth that are our own rather 
than God's. Some years ago, William Sloan Coffin preached a sermon about 
our temptation to speak God's mind.  

During the years when Rev. Coffin was senior minister of Riverside 
Church in New York City, his son Alex was killed in a tragic car accident. Alex 
was driving in a terrible storm; he lost control of his car and careened into 
the waters of Boston Harbor.  

The following Sunday, Dr. Coffin preached about his son's death. He 
thanked all the people for their messages of condolence, for food brought to 
their home, for an arm around his shoulder when no words would do.  

But he also raged; he raged about well-meaning folks who had hinted 
that Alex's death was God's will. "I knew the anger would do me good," he 
said. Then he went on: 

"Do you think it was God's will that Alex never fixed that lousy 
windshield wiper...that he was probably driving too fast in such a storm, that 
he probably had a couple of 'frosties' too many?  

Do you think it was God's will that there are no street lights along that 
stretch of the road and no guard rail separating the road and Boston Harbor? 
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The one thing that should never be said when someone dies is, 'It is the will 
of God.' I think God's heart was the first of all our hearts to break." 

It's hard to let God be God. We long to make sense of senseless 
tragedies and search for reasons even when there are none. Jesus 
anticipated our questions in today's gospel reading. Two terrible tragedies 
had happened in Jerusalem. One in the temple, the other near the pool of 
Siloam.  

In the first instance, Pilate, the Roman governor, had killed some 
Galileans who were making sacrifices at the temple while on pilgrimage to 
the Temple in Jerusalem. And then there were the eighteen who died when 
the tower in Siloam fell. The tower of Siloam may have been part of an 
aqueduct system or a construction project that Pilate had begun.  

In any case, the tower fell, and eighteen people were killed in the 
catastrophe. Two tragic events—the massacre on the temple mount and the 
collapse of the tower of Siloam.  

No doubt this was a warning to other Jews to remember that Rome 
was in charge. How can such things be explained? When confronted with 
such bad things, we want an answer; and whether the answer is true or not 
may not matter because having an answer feels better than not knowing. 

Why did Pilate murder those people? Why did that tower fall? And how 
can I prevent the same thing from happening to me and the people I love? 
We want to know, and so we ask, "Why do bad things happen?" 

Any answer to these questions will do, just so long as there is an 
answer, and the more an answer allows me to believe that the same thing 
won't happen to me the better. Jesus asks the questions that must have 
been on people's minds.  

Were the Galileans worse sinners than other Galileans? Were the 
people killed by the tower worse offenders than all others living in 
Jerusalem? Then Jesus answers his own question, "No, I tell you, but unless 
you repent, you will all perish as they did." 

Jesus' words make our head spin! He seems to be contradicting 
himself. First, he makes it clear that there is no rational explanation for 
these tragedies. He doesn't say, "It was God's will."  

The Galileans killed by Pilate were victims of the Roman government's 
whims and his desire for control. It could have been anybody offering 
sacrifices that day. And the people killed by the tower? It could have been 
anyone who happened to be standing there. 
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When the Twin Towers collapsed in New York City after the 9/11 
terrorist attack, many were wondering why some survived and others didn't. 
Claims were made that sinners were punished; judgments were even cast 
against the United States as a whole. It is tempting to play judge when 
terrible things happen. Jesus avoids this regarding two incidences when 
people died -- one at the hand of Pilate and the other in the collapse of the 
Tower of Siloam. Instead, he focuses on the tenuous nature of life itself and 
encourages everyone to tend to first things first while one has time. 

Jesus is saying--don't look for cause and effect explanation. Were 
those who died worse sinners? No, but unless you repent, you will all perish 
as they did. Jesus is telling them to turn their attention toward their own 
lives--don't speculate about others.  

What about your life? What about mine? We can spend so much time 
trying to explain things--so much time worrying about other people's lives 
that we forget to pay attention to our own lives with God. Let these 
senseless deaths awaken you, Pay attention says Jesus. 

Then in response to those unanswerable questions, in response to the 
warning, "Unless you repent, you will perish"-- Jesus told them a parable 
about a fig tree. Will it be a parable about destruction? Will it be a story of 
punishment for those who failed to repent? 

A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard and he came looking for 
fruit on it and found none. 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?" 

Ahhhh--it is a parable about judgment. Judgment for those who fail to 
repent. We could have predicted it if we remembered John the Baptist's 
warning at the beginning of this gospel. When people came to the Jordan 
River to be baptized, John called them to repentance. His words were harsh 
and unrelenting: 

"Even now," he said, "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." It was shortly after John said those words that Jesus came to the 
Jordan to be baptized. 

Soon after that, Jesus began his public ministry and that was three 
years ago. Remember the parable? "For three years I have come looking for 
fruit on this fig tree." For three years God has been waiting for people to 
turn their hearts toward Jesus, but there has not been much repentance.  
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Instead of repentance, the resistance to Jesus' vision of the kingdom 
has intensified over the three years. There isn't any fruit on the tree, so the 
owner of the vineyard says, "Cut it down!" 

But that wasn't the end of the parable, was it? Maybe that's where we 
would have ended the parable, since it's clear to us if we look around today 
that there isn't much repentance going on. "Cut it down!" seems like the 
right thing for God to say. But it doesn't happen.  

The gardener doesn't cut down the tree. Instead the gardener says, 
"Sir, let it alone for one more year until I dig around it and put manure on it. 
If it bears fruit next year, well and good, but if not, you can cut it down." 

There's urgency and hope in the gardener's voice. "Give me a year--
I'm not willing to give up on this tree. Let me dig around it, loosen the hard 
soil, and put manure on it." 9If it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if 
not, you can cut it down.’” 

So, I Am Still Looking for Fig Tree Fruit.  I am not willing to give up on 
this tree.  If it bears fruit this year, well and good; but if not, are you willing 
to cut it down? 

Your church has been spared the ax, having survived this season of 
economic downturn. You've been given another year thanks be to God, but 
should you use God's blessing as an opportunity to return to old ways, or 
will you be so bold as to seize this day to do something different? 

Whatever yesterday was like, disappointments, mistakes, you have 
been given the gift of today; and today the gardener, our Lord and Savior is 
ready to work through us, nourishing us by his Spirit, forgiving us our sins 
by his almighty grace that we might bear fruit. 

In this time of Lent, you are called to give thanks to the one who has 
spared you from the ax and given you the gift of today. Do not squander this 
gift, but be about the practice of examination, not to the examination of 
your neighbors to fuel self-righteousness, but to the examination of 
something you can actually change: your own behavior. 

The gift of today is for me the chance to become the kind of pastor 
who prays during a time of economic challenge, and the increasingly empty 
pews from unforeseen circumstances or simply from lack of interest or faith.  

The season of Lent is a time to focus not on who is worse or what is 
wrong with everybody else, for this season of Lent is time to focus on what 
is wrong with me, with you.  
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I tell you, unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did. Turn 
away from the ways of sin and death and towards the one who will bring 
new life. The fig tree was spared the ax, and if you are hearing this, so were 
you. But what will you do with today? 

Let us pray. O Lord, we have been spared. You have spared us, and in 
your mercy, you give us the gift of today. Let us not set this gift aside or 
take it for granted, but instead cause us to return to the ways of 
righteousness and love. It is in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ that we 
pray. Amen. 

 

 


