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A homily preached by  3rd Sunday in Lent
The Rev’s Jo Popham         “How to Bear Fruit”

March 7, 2010
Luke 13:1-9

In ancient times if one died prematurely, it was evidence of God’s judgment on that

person, on the way he or she lived. Jews and Greek alike thought that, say if a man were

born blind, that he or his parents had sinned in some way against God. So “the Galileans

whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices” would have been judged to have

sinned against God in some way, either them or their parents. The historian Josephus

reported that that the deaths of the Galileans mentioned came about in this way: Pilate

had used Temple funds to build an aqueduct to bring water into Jerusalem. Certain Jews

opposed this project because of its funding, and they were protesting publicly. Pilate

devised a plot to kill some of them. He sent his soldiers into the crowd with concealed

clubs to make an example of these Jews. As they were on their way to offer sacrifice at

the Temple, they were beaten to death  – sacrificed – and their blood was commingled

with the project itself. (Antiquities of the Jews 18:3:2). The tower of Siloam guarded the

aqueduct. It was so named because the aqueduct brought water from the pool of Siloam

that was to the south of the eastern corner of the city of Jerusalem. When this tower fell

18 were killed. The people deemed all these – the protesters slain by Pilate’s thugs and

those who were killed when the tower fell – to have been the worst offenders in

Jerusalem since they died young. People wanted to know why. That’s our nature we want

a satisfying explanation for tragedies. The term of art “an act of God” comes from this

need to have a reason for unexplained disasters. Surely it must have been God’s

punishment for their sins, their father’s sins, or sins that had escaped human notice, but

not God’s. Wrong! Jesus says, not so! But he also says that they and we could perish,

could be cut down as the fig tree that bore no fruit, if we do not repent.

But if we do not – if we do not bear fruit in a year, the parable says, then are we to be

cut down? Whew! This is one of those times when Jesus’s use of hyperbole in his

parables really frightens me. And in verses just prior to this “repent or perish” parable is
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the lesson where Jesus said: Do you think that I came to bring peace to the earth? Think

again. He said: No, I came to bring division – “father against son, and son against father;

mother against daughter, and daughter against mother; mother-in-law against her

daughter-in-law, and daughter-in-law against mother-in-law” (Luke 12:52). Another

teaching that is even harder still to grasp. Earlier in Luke Jesus had taught about judging

others, condemning others, and about forgiveness. He concluded that teaching on

repentance and judgment by using another fig tree metaphor, saying “No good tree bears

bad fruit. We are known by our fruit; Jesus said that “[t]he good person out of the good

treasure of the heart produces good….it is out of abundance of the heart” that we act and

speak (Luke 6:43-45). In Mathew and Mark, however, Jesus cursed the fig tree. In Luke’s

Gospel for today we have a stern teaching but one that is no less easier to take to heart.

Now I do not claim to be an arborist, but I do love to eat figs. Figs were the first fruit

to be cultivated in ancient times. The fig tree is really a shrub that for the most part dies

back each year. There are potentially two crops each year. The first crop develops in the

spring on last year's growth. Then the main fig crop develops on the current year's new

growth and ripens in the late summer or fall. The main crop is generally superior in both

quantity and quality. Fig trees need water, but not too much, and a little light fertilizer.

And fig trees like to take naps, they might just stop growing or their leaves might turn

yellow; they might appear to be dying when in fact they are just resting. Could that have

been the case in the parable? Do we sometimes take a nap from being fruitful like the fig

tree? Or are we just in need of water or fertilizer?

A couple times a year, we have a distinctive smell here in Calgary. The radio and

television stations report the essence of manure in the air, as though it is a surprise. The

offensive odor to some is ambrosia to others, farmers and ranchers who have spread the

life giving food to the soil and to their crops. A friend who was born in Saskatchewan

told me  – that’s the smell of money. I take the sharp smell of fertilizer as a reminder of

my need for nourishment  – the true nourishment of word and sacrament in my life – so

that I can be fruitful.
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My friends, we are not doomed to God’s adverse judgment as those that Pilate had

killed and those who fell under the tower at Siloam as the ancients believed. Sometimes

there just is no explanation for calamities that befall us. The reality is that we live in a

world where we are not in control. Tragedies do call us to repentance though because we

are reminded of how fragile life is and how precious. But we are not to be cut down as

the fruitless fig tree as in the parable. No indeed! Jesus can work the stagnant soil where

we are planted and put fertilizer on us so that we can bear fruit. Jesus calls us to lives

manifest by fruitful living. He calls us to change our hearts, so that we may live into the

fruitful lives that God intends for us. Jesus calls us to repent.

Now repentance does not mean to simply to be sorry, even in a religious sense, to

grieve our sinfulness. The Hebrew word for repentance meant to return – to return to the

covenant living that God intended for Israel. The Greek word means something more like

a change of mind (Boring and Craddock p. 186). Jesus taught that to repent we must

reorient our lives – fundamentally reorient the way we think about the world and life. It’s

revolutionary really, to change our thinking so that it affects the direction we take in

living –  towards living a fruitful life. We must repent, for judgment is coming. The ax is

already at the root of the tree, and only those who bring forth fruit worthy of repentance

will be saved we were told earlier in the Gospel (Luke 3:7-9). I believe that Jesus is

calling the hearers of the parable of the fig tree – and he is calling us today – not just to

live better lives – to be sorry for our missteps – but to repent – to turn around – to take a

hard look at our lives and to see God’s presence in the world and to reorient our lives to

live into the ministry Jesus taught and continues to teach us through word and sacrament.

Only then can we live into the fruitful lives for which we were intended.

Let us spread the fertilizer right down the centre aisle and all the way into our homes

and into every aspect of our lives. Let us water each other. Let us tend the fig trees that

are our lives so that we produce much fruit. Life is precious. The time is now.


