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Luke 13:1-9

The Gardener’s Gentleness

The lectionary opens with, “At that very time there were some present who told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.”  At that very moment it came up—this business about human blood and sacrifice!  Why did Luke point this out?  What had they been talking about that made this pop up then?  
The New Interpreter’s Study Bible has headings over blocks of verses within the chapters of the Bible.  The three headings in Luke 12, just prior to today’s lectionary read: First, “Jesus the Cause of Division,” then, “Interpreting the Time,” and finally, “Settling with Your Opponent.” 
In this church we constantly talk about Jesus bringing a way toward peace and reconciliation and yet under the heading of “Jesus the Cause of Division” we find these words.  

“I came to bring fire to the earth, and how I wish it were already kindled!  I have a baptism with which to be baptized, (Jesus is thinking of his own crucifixion.  He has to be baptized in the fire of our violence.) and what stress I am under until it is completed!  

Do you think that I have come to bring peace to the earth?  No, I tell you, but rather division!  From now on five in one household will be divided, three against two and two against three, they will be divided:  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.
What did Jesus mean by this?  This is not at all the way we usually think about Jesus.  It’s kind of distressing!  

Under the heading of “Interpreting the Time” he also says to the crowds,
 “When you see a cloud rising in the west, you immediately say, ‘It is going to rain’; and so it happens.  And when you see the south wind blowing, you say, ‘There will be scorching heat’; and it happens.  You hypocrites!  You know how to interpret the appearance of earth and sky, but why do you not know how to interpret the present time?

Are we interpreting our times any better than the crowds did then?  Are there cultural patterns of behavior as obvious as clouds rising in the west leading to rain and winds from the south leading to heat that we don’t allow ourselves to see?  
In the section just before our morning’s gospel, with the heading, “Settling with Your Opponent” we discover these words:

And why do you not judge for yourselves what is right?  
In metaphorical language designed to get us to think and live outside the box, Jesus tells us to think things through on our own, make our own decisions based on the evidence and don’t let the exterior judge of public or popular opinion decide for us.  If that happens we will never learn to trust our own heart and mind and we will get stuck in a prison of our own making.
With all of this as context we are ready to hear, “At that very time there were some present who told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.”  Is Jesus a Galilean?  Yes!  Is this one of Luke’s flash forwards to how Lent ends?  I think so. We know that Jesus’ blood will soon mingle with the blood of the animals sacrificed on the altar of human violence.  
Jesus has a question.  “He asks them, ‘Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans?’”  Does the violence, suffering and death these men experienced tell you they were recipients of God’s retribution, that they somehow deserved it?  Is there a connection between violence and God?  The people, of course, assume there is:  God is always involved in violence.  In fact, God orchestrates it.  Probably God had used Pilate and Rome as his instruments of divine punishment in the deaths of these Galileans.  They probably did something we don’t know about but God does!
Jesus’ response surprises them. “No, I tell you;” they were no different than any other Galileans.  There is no correlation between violence and God.  Those Galileans just got caught in human violence, that’s all.  They were at the wrong place at the wrong time.  There is no meaning explaining why it was them and not us.  God’s hidden hand was not directing the scene.  It was just humans doing what they do to each other and often it’s quite random.  Read any realistic book about war and you will discover randomness is one of its themes.

But Jesus didn’t stop there and added, “But unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.”    Why did he have to add that!  What did he mean? It makes us anxious.
Jesus now adds his own story to the story about the Galileans.  “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?”  The Galileans probably had done something that drew them to the attention of Pilate and Pilate made an example of them.  It’s their own fault.  They should know to not make themselves visible to Pilate.  But in the example Jesus introduces the tower falls, kills 18 people and its nobodies fault.  It would be what we refer to as “an act of God.”  An interesting phrase when viewed from the perspective of our belief in a non-violent God.  
I suppose the fact that no humans directly cause the tower to fall increased the people’s belief that God caused it, that the 18 people caught under it were there by design.  The people imposed a meaning on the tower’s falling that indicted those 18 random souls.  In their heart of hearts the crowd thought God used the tower to punish those people.  And they were “those people” rather than “us” because the tower fell on “them”.  The tower was God’s instrument of retribution.  Do you see how they implicated God in their thinking about violence and death?  
For a second time Jesus surprises them. “No, I tell you.”  And for a second time adds, “But unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”  And so for the second time, I ask what does he mean?  Why did he have to add that!

Luke goes on.  “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.  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?”  He replied, “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.’”
This story is Jesus’ answer to our question.  We are the fig tree planted in the vineyard of our earth.  Our joy is showing the world what God is like and we do this by how we live and think.  When we do this we are fruitful—we are full of forgiveness, compassion, gentleness and mercy—for these are the characteristics of our creator.  They should come forth from us as naturally as figs on a fig tree.  
But this fruit seldom appears.  Instead we exhibit rivalry, jealousy, and envy and think God is just like us.  We interpret the world through our own distorted eyes and make our earth into a kind of God-driven hell.  Instead of giving the world a picture of our gentle, merciful God by our living and thinking, we show the world a God who is God’s opposite and the world wants and needs more.  No wonder the violent world is now saying, “Cut it down.”  Cut down the fig tree that will not bear fruit.  It is just taking up space.  It is irrelevant and a luxury we cannot afford.  
But the gardener speaks up.  With gentleness and humility the gardener makes his request:  “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.”  

Now we are ready to hear how this story connects to Jesus’ strange statement “unless you repent you will all perish just as they did.”  Repentance has a particular set of meanings to our modern mind.  Erase those!  In scripture repent means think and live differently.  Not think differently about dogma.  Think and live differently in relation to God and humanity.  Embrace a different understanding of God, a different anthropology, a different view of who you have known as your enemy.    Decide to imitate someone you discover being quite different than you had always thought.  That is the meaning of “repent.”  
If we don’t repent, our rivalries, jealousies and envies will destroy us.  This is why Jesus said, “Unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.”  Look at what’s happening in Congress, look at all the violence around us, look at how things are falling apart.  Does any of this have anything to do with how we think and live?  What must change?  Brian McLaren in his 2007 book by the same title says, “Everything Must Change.”

Jesus digs around us.  We are his fig tree.  He manures the soil with his own blood meant to show us what we do to ourselves and others when we point the finger.  Will we bear fruit showing the world what God is truly like?  We have some incredible tools, tools we have never had before, that make it clearer than it has ever been and we have each other.  I think God has called us and will give us what we need.  We are a people in exodus and God will give us manna sufficient for each day but he won’t give us more.  He wants us to learn to trust him and to work together as a community with a purpose.  Amen.
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