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Focusing on the Figs 
 

Luke 13: 1-9 
 
Growing up in the American South, I learned a little bit about time, and how 
it is described.  The first thing I learned is that southern time is not 
particularly urgent.  People don’t have wristwatches, they have wrist 
sundials.  According to southern time, I knew that if you went to the doctor’s 
office, you were likely to sit a spell, so just enjoy the antique magazines. A 
spell is a somewhat lengthy but undetermined amount of time, but you are 
waiting patiently for something to happen, the door to be opened, your 
name to be called. 
 
We had a phrase as well, for a longer sort of waiting—where you’re waiting 
for something unlikely or remote, something like waiting for a politician to 
apologize, or perhaps like waiting for the Browns to win a super bowl.  If 
you’re waiting for those things, you won’t just be waiting a spell, you might 
be waiting ‘til the cows come home.  It’s a long time, I can’t tell you just how 
long, ‘til the cows arrive.  A long time to wait. 
 
And if it’s longer than a spell, if it’s more distant and more unlikely than the 
long-awaited coming of the cows, well, then you’re going to be waiting from 
now to kingdom come.  That’s the longest time, the most distant and 
unlooked-for eventuality.  They are going to be working on the beltway from 
now to kingdom come, it’s going to go on forever, there is no end in sight.  
 
But that isn’t the way that Jesus spoke about time or the kingdom at all.   
Throughout Luke’s gospel, Jesus has a message for his hearers.  It is a 
message of urgency, of immediacy.  It is a message that relates to the 
coming of God’s kingdom in the here and now and in their very midst, and 
of how nothing else matters. In the section of the gospel from which our 
scripture comes, Jesus has been leaning into this message of urgency, 
sharing it in a number of different ways. 
 
He has told his hearers the parable of an imaginary man, known in biblical 
tradition as the rich fool:  A man’s land produced abundantly, so that he 
had enough and to spare.  He said “My barns are overflowing, bursting at 
the seams, so I must tear them down and build yet bigger barns.”  But that 
very night, the man died, and showed himself a fool, Jesus tells his 
hearers.  Do not trust in wealth or your own resources, your accumulations, 
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or your storehouses of plenty (they profit you nothing), but be rich toward 
God. 
 
Jesus follows that teaching with his familiar and beautiful teaching about 
the birds of the air and the lilies of the field.  God feeds them and provides 
for them, Jesus says.  Do not be anxious and strive and worry and fret.  By 
so doing, can you add a single moment to your days?  Instead, strive for 
God’s kingdom, and what you need will be provided, don’t worry about your 
stomachs, worry about your hearts! 
 
Warming to his teaching message, Jesus tells the parable of the watchful 
servants—be dressed for action and have your lamps lit, Jesus tells his 
hearers, be like housekeepers waiting for their master to return from a 
wedding feast. They don’t know when he will come or when he will call, so 
they must be ready, prepared, watchful.  You also must be prepared, Jesus 
tells his hearers, for the Son of Man is coming at an unexpected hour. 
 
Jesus’ message throughout Luke is consistent, it is repetitive, it is urgent:  
God’s kingdom is near, God’s kingdom is here, God’s calling is clear.  Now 
is the time for repentance, now is the time for faithful action, now is the time 
to assess what you truly value and to invest in what is truly valuable. 
 
It is at this point, as Jesus has been driving home his message of an 
urgently impending kingdom, that we come upon the strange interaction in 
our scripture lesson.   
 
“At that very time,” Luke writes, “there were some present who told him 
about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.”  
Do you notice, by the way, how we often read scripture, in sort of a holy 
monotone?  (Colorlessly) “There were some present who told him about 
the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.” 
 
Is that how you think they came to Jesus?  Disinterested and matter-of-
fact?  I don’t think so.  This is unbelievable news!  In the temple, Jesus!  It 
is distressing, horrifying news!  They were at worship Jesus!  Sacrificing to 
God when their own lives were sacrificed!  This is outrageous news, and 
the people are outraged!  Pilate did this, Jesus, the Romans did this Jesus, 
what are you going to do about it, Jesus, what is God going to do about it, 
Jesus? 
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There is but one response, in his hearer’s minds.  Outrage.  Uprising.  Holy 
vengeance and holy violence in response to unholy violence.  Or perhaps 
lament and a crying out against God, HOW LONG O LORD?!?!  But Jesus 
does not respond in the way his hearers might expect, at all.  He is not 
unsympathetic, we might imagine.  He is not unmoved.  He is not uncaring.  
But his message is unchanged, by the news. 
 
He uses the moment of political atrocity or catastrophe to turn his hearers 
toward their spiritual well-being.  Jesus’ response is a little bit cryptic, 
because he speaks to a widely held view in that day, as well as perhaps 
too often in this, that when people die in tragic or unexpected or horrible 
ways that it is some sort of plan or judgement from God. Were these 
pilgrims who suffered in this way somehow deserving of this atrocity?   
 
And Jesus addresses this conception with an emphatic no— “Do you 
think,” Jesus says “that because these Galileans suffered like this, that they 
were any worse than other Galileans?”  “Do you think that the eighteen 
folks who died unexpectedly when the tower of Siloam fell—do you think 
they were any worse than anybody else?”   
 
The point Jesus is making here, I think, is just what his point has been 
throughout—life is uncertain, you cannot prolong it by what you have laid 
up or stockpiled, you cannot prolong it by worrying, you cannot add to the 
measure of your days.  Death may come through atrocity like the Galileans 
martyred in the temple, it may come through tragedy like the folks in the 
Siloam tower collapse, it is a matter quite apart from what we deserve or 
what we can control. 
 
What can we do then?  Be ready.  Be faithful.  Do what we are here to do.  
We are not called to live in response to the world.  We are called to live in 
response to the kingdom. 
 
And then Jesus tells his hearers a parable, using the familiar agricultural 
imagery that his hearers would understand.  A man had a fig tree planted in 
his vineyard, Jesus said.  And when he came looking for fruit on the tree, 
he found none. 
 
So, the vineyard owner said to his gardener…” Why would I have a fig tree 
that grows no figs?  For three years, I have come looking for fruit on my fig 
tree, and still I find none. 
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I see leaves but no fruit.  Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the soil, 
taking up nutrients while nourishing nothing?” 
 
The gardener replied, “Sir, give it one more year.  Let me dig around it, let 
me put manure on it to fertilize it.  If it bears fruit next year, having been so 
prepared, well and good.  But if not, you can cut it down.”  So, the fig tree is 
now officially on notice.  On the clock, so to speak.  It is at a time of 
urgency.  It can begin to bear fruit—or make room for one that will. 
 
Now here’s what we need to know.  In using the fig tree as an image, Jesus 
is drawing on longstanding scriptural imagery.  The fig tree is used 
throughout the Old Testament as a symbol for Israel, but specifically as a 
symbol for the Israel that God desires or intends.  A verdant, thriving, 
fruitful, faithful, justice-filled Israel. The prophet Micah speaks of God’s 
intended future for Israel and Jerusalem— (Micah 4: 3-4) "They shall beat 
their swords into plowshares and their spears into pruning hooks.  Nation 
shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war anymore.  
They shall all sit under their own vines and fig trees, and no one shall make 
them afraid.”  It is a place of peace, of abundance, of trust in God—a place 
where everyone has enough and no one is afraid. 
 
But without justice, there can be no figurative figs, no idealized future.  If 
the wealthy are feeding upon the poor, then everyone does not have 
enough.  If problems are resolved through violence, then there is no peace, 
there can be no peace.  If some are slaves, then all are not free. 
 
The symbol of a fruitless fig tree that Jesus employs is a symbol of an 
Israel that pays lip service to God but bears no fruit of justice or of peace or 
of plenty for all.  And the time for waiting, Jesus is saying, is done.  It is 
time for Israel and her people to start bearing kingdom fruit, or to be judged 
as fruitless. 
 
It does not matter what else happens.  It does not matter what atrocities 
Pilate commits or does not.  We do not define our calling by his actions.  
Israel is called to bear the fruit of God’s justice and righteousness, Jesus is 
telling his hearers—or Israel is not called. 
 
Now the difficulty for us as modern readers of an ancient text is to say, 
what message might this text have for us in our day?  What does this text 
call us to do, or how does this text call us to live?  In some cases, that 
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discernment can be difficult—but in this case, the language or imagery may 
be ancient but the message is as timely as ever. 
Pilate may not be slaughtering pilgrims at worship, but we have our own 
atrocities.  The fall of the tower at Siloam is lost to historical record, 
mentioned nowhere but the Bible—but we have our own tragedies.  And 
what is the message in response to those realities? 
 
Only that it is always the season to bear figs. No matter what the world 
says, we are called to speak love.  No matter what the world values, we are 
called to value grace, mercy, justice, and care.  No matter what fruitless 
violence and injustice the world may offer we are called to bear kingdom 
fruit.  He has shown you, O Mortal, what is good.  And what does the Lord 
require of you but to do justice, to love mercy, and to walk humbly with your 
God. 
 
We are always so tempted to choose our response based upon the 
conditions of the moment, or to determine our course based upon the 
actions of others—Jesus’ urgent message to his hearers in his day in ours 
is—the kingdom is urgently at hand.  Be ready. And you have one task, one 
calling, one purpose, one raison d’etre or reason for existing: to bear fruit 
worthy of repentance.  To love God with all your heart soul mind and 
strength and your neighbor as yourselves.  It is your one task to bear the 
fruits of righteousness, just as it is the one task of a fig tree to bear figs.  If 
we are not doing that, then we are consuming nutrients while nourishing 
nothing.  
 
And how long are we to be about this holy work, this faithful bearing of the 
spirit’s fruit?  Well, I suppose, from now to kingdom come.  Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


