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Sometimes when we read the Bible, we have a feeling that we’re hearing stories of a world that is very different than our own.  We read about lepers begging in the street, a woman about to be stoned in public for being caught in adultery, a wedding that lasts a week and we are aware that the culture in which the Bible was written is very different from our own, modern day culture.  But there are other times when we read something in the Bible that sounds so much like something that could happen or could be said in our time that it’s almost eerie.  

The scripture we just read from Luke can lead to both reactions.  At first scan, we have no idea what Jesus is talking about.  Pilate has mixed the blood of Galileans with their sacrifices?  The tower of Siloam has collapsed?  What is that supposed to mean to me?  It doesn’t help that we only have Jesus’ response and not the question he was asked.  

But if we listen a bit closer we realize Jesus is responding to a comment that could have been made today.  It’s a bit hard to hear because we only have Jesus’ answer—we have to guess what question he was asked that elicited his response.  One of his questioners must have implied that the people who died in these atrocities and disasters got what they deserved.  They suggested that their death must have come as punishment for their sins.  Does that sound familiar?  There were some obnoxious people saying exactly that after the earthquake in Haiti.  Jesus’ response to this way of understanding disasters couldn’t be clearer:  the people who died were no more sinful than anyone else around.  God did not order their death as a punishment for their sins.  

But Jesus does think their death has an important lesson for all of us:  life is short and life is uncertain.  Tragedy could befall any of us at any time.  Acknowledging the fragility of life can spur our repentance—quite literally, our re-thinking.  How is our life going?  Do we have our priorities straight?  Have we been putting our energy in the right place?


In the second part of our scripture reading this morning, Jesus makes the same point by telling a story—a parable—about a fig tree.  Once there was a fig tree, Jesus says, that had not produced any figs.  The landowner looks at it and wants to cut it down.  This tree is a waste of soil, he says.  Does that voice sound familiar?  That’s the voice of the angry, judging God who would make a building fall down in order to punish a group of sinful people.  

But wait, Jesus says, there is another voice in this story.  There is a gardener.  (Isn’t that interesting?  Remember that when Mary sees Jesus after his resurrection she thinks he is a gardener?)  The gardener looks at that tree and doesn’t think that it is a waste of soil.  No—the gardener is invested in the tree’s health and wellbeing.  This tree needs mulch, the gardener says.  This tree needs nourishment, and this tree needs time.  This tree can still bear fruit.  


Just as in the first part of this reading, Jesus is arguing here with those who think that all God does is watch us, evaluating our usefulness, and cutting us off if we don’t measure up.  To those who have this view, Jesus suggests that there is a gardener at work, and this gardener doesn’t stand back and judge.  This gardener walks along with a huge wheelbarrow of mulch and a shovel capable of loosening up even the hardest soil.  
Note that this is NOT a “hands off” gardener.  He has not stepped back from the garden and just let whatever happens, happen.  This gardener doesn’t just look at the fig tree and shrug, saying, “Well, let’s just let it be.  It could just be an ornamental shrub.  We shouldn’t lay all these heavy assumptions on it about its need to bear fruit.”  No, this gardener has a clear expectation that every tree in the garden will bear fruit, good fruit that can nourish others.  But this expectation is coupled with good, sound agricultural knowledge.  The gardener also expects a fruit-bearing tree to need mulch.  The gardener expects the tree to need time before it reaches maturity.  The gardener expects to be needed, to be involved, to companion the tree every step of the way towards fruitfulness.


Now, one thing about parables is that they can be read in several different ways.  So it could be that this parable opposes a judging, violent image of God with a nurturing, expectant image of God.  But it could also be that the frustrated landlord is us—we are the ones who are impatient; we are the ones who want to cut off the things that seem to be unproductive.  It could be how we judge ourselves.  We get frustrated when our spiritual lives don’t seem to be going anywhere, when we don’t feel much connection to the divine, and we want to just quit and give up.  

The landowner’s voice could also be the voice we use when we evaluate others.  We are quick to give up on those who don’t seem to be “bearing fruit” as we think they should.  And one great way to support our judgment of others is to assure ourselves that God judges them as we do!  One great way to fuel the critical voice in our own heads is to convince our selves that God is at least as critical.

But, Jesus reminds us, there is another voice, the voice of the gardener.  The gardener doesn’t give up and cut the tree down.  The gardener doesn’t give up and let the tree grow whichever way it wants.  The gardener is committed to the tree.  The gardener is involved.  The gardener has a plan that includes tending to the roots, adding nourishment.

Have you ever thought that the all judgment we want to assign to God is actually our judgment of ourselves?  One way to change the way we look at God or relate to God is to be a little gentler with our souls, to act towards ourselves like that gardener with the fig tree.  Is your soul getting the nourishment it needs?  In the scripture we read at the opening of our service this morning, Isaiah relays the voice of God, inviting everyone to come and feast at an abundant banquet.  God supplies us with abundant blessings--and when we focus on those blessings and celebrate them in gratitude, we find it so much easier to bless others.  
Thanks be to God!
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