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Lent 3C – Luke 13: 1-9 

 Turn on the TV, read the newspaper or check the news online on any given day and you 

will find a report of some tragedy.  The locations vary and the details of the story may be 

different, but the tragedies are there…..all too frequently, they are there.  There are the natural 

disasters such as tornadoes, floods, earthquakes and tsunamis…..all of them wreaking havoc and 

altering lives.  And behind all of these are the murders, kidnappings, robberies, assaults and other 

miseries caused by the hands of humans.  And behind all of these are the somewhat less reported 

and less visible tragedies such as the many people who died yesterday from hunger…..and the 

many people who will die of hunger before we go to sleep tonight.  In every one of these deaths 

caused by any of these tragedies, families or loved ones grieved.  And at some level, every one 

of those grieving people probably asked the same question, "why?"  It just doesn't seem fair. 

What had any of those folks done to deserve such tragic deaths?    

 In Jesus' day, there was no question about fairness.  The assumption was that disease, 

suffering, and death were the result of human sinfulness…..the greater the sin, the more likely 

the misfortune.  And to some degree, much of the world still thinks this way.  Calamity strikes 

and we wonder what we did wrong.  It is human nature to hunt for some cause to explain what 

has happened.  And what we crave, above all, is control over the chaos in our lives.  We want to 

understand…..we want to figure this all out so that we can keep it from happening to us and our 

loved ones.  It was no different in Jesus' time.  People longed to understand and control 

misfortune.  So the crowds asked Jesus about the Galileans slain by Pilate, and they wondered 

about those who were killed when the tower of Siloam collapsed.  What had those people done to 

deserve their fate?  Might those tragedies have been prevented?      

 There are many people in our day who don’t ever darken a church door because they 
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cannot understand a God who would punish people for their sins.  They cannot understand why 

bad things happen to good people.  They cannot understand…..and so their faith in God is 

shaken and they avoid the church as if it was the cause of life’s problems.  We live in a cause and 

effect world.  If we want to graduate from school, college or university, then we work hard for it.  

We are rewarded for our hard work.  If we want a promotion in our job then we have to earn 

it…..we must work hard and get noticed, and if we do, we are rewarded for our hard work and 

dedication.  This we can understand.  This cause and effect pattern is predictable…..it is 

understandable and it is controllable.  If much of our lives operate this way then why not God?   

 Unfortunately, much of our world thinks this way, and the people of Jesus’ day did as 

well.  And Jesus knows the thoughts of the people around him that day as they wondered about 

the Galileans who were slain by Pilate and those who were killed by the falling tower.  He knows 

they are thinking, “what must they have done wrong?.....surely they must have been punished for 

some great sin.”  Jesus says to this way of thinking, “NO!”  The notion that only good things 

happen to good people was put to rest when Jesus was put upon the cross.  And the fact that 

Jesus himself…..the only sinless one, will be brutally killed by Pilate’s decision in a few short 

chapters means that we should take his “no” seriously.  Human thinking may yearn for clean, 

clear connections between suffering and sin, but Jesus will have none of it.  Sin in the form of 

bad decisions certainly adds to the misery of the world, but to the notion that tragedy is a form of 

punishment for bad behavior, Jesus says a loud and clear, “no.”      

 This is made clear by his words, “do you think that because these Galileans suffered in 

this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans?”  And just in case the people missed 

his point he adds another example, “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 
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Jerusalem?  No I tell you.”   There it is…..Jesus shatters this way of thinking.  And this is a kind 

of good news for us here this morning because we shouldn’t worry about punishment over some 

sort of mistake we have made.  Our God is not sitting up on some cloud dealing out punishments 

to all who deserve it.  If this were the case, our world would be in worse shape than it already is.  

Jesus says “no” to this.  There is a randomness to our world and the tragedy that strikes.  Try as 

we might to figure it out, we cannot…..and try as we might to find the answer in Jesus’ words to 

this troublesome question, we cannot do that either.       

 What we do find in Jesus’ “no”…..what we do find in the parable that Jesus tells the 

crowds that day is hope.  The scene is a familiar one not only to landowners but to anyone who 

has ever had a vegetable garden.  Sooner or later, you uproot the plants or trees that are not 

bearing fruit.  So upon finding a fig tree that is alive and well yet bears no fruit, a landowner 

instructs his gardener to get rid of the tree.  The gardener protests, asking for one more year, one 

more year in which to tend the tree by loosening the soil and spreading fertilizer and nourishment 

around it.  But if it does not respond, the gardener agrees, then, yes, cut it down.  

 It’s fairly common to assume that the landowner is God and the gardener Jesus.  But 

nowhere in Luke do we find a picture of an angry God that needs to be calmed down by a 

merciful Jesus.  Rather, Jesus portrays God as a father who scans the horizon day in and day out 

waiting for his wayward sons and daughters to come home, and as a woman who after sweeping 

her house all night looking for a lost coin throws a party costing even more to celebrate that she 

found it.  Given this picture of God’s reaction to sin, I wonder if we wouldn’t do better to see 

God as this peculiar gardener, the one so partial to unyielding fig trees.  God, that is, isn’t 

beneath loosening the soil around our hearts and adding nourishment in the hope that we may 

bear fruit. Why?  Because God loves us and wants the best for us…..and there is no “sort of” 
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when it comes to this good news.          

 The season of Lent is a journey.  It is a journey that starts with repentance.  Even when 

life seems so desolate and hopeless, there emerges the Easter hope that, by God’s mercy and 

grace…..and with the help of some nourishment, barren trees can once again bear fruit.  And 

when it comes to repentance, Jesus says, “sooner is better than later.”  He says, “if it bears fruit 

next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.”  Jesus is saying, “repent now.”  His 

passion is marked for us by great urgency…..don't wait!  Look at your life and dare to ask the 

hard questions: Am I stingy in my love for others?  Am I withholding forgiveness for old 

wrongs?  Am I so busy making a living that I've forgotten to make a life?  Jesus digs at us with 

questions like these....such questions, like the parable of the fig tree, move us toward repentance.  

Turn around, now, and see what kind of God is seeking you…..turn around, now,  and see what 

kind of God is nourishing you…..turn around, now, and be surprised as to what kind of a God we 

have.              

 There was a 20 year old girl named Delores who got into drugs in a big way.  She left her 

home community and moved to Winnipeg where her addiction got even worse.  Her parents 

tried, but couldn’t get a hold of their daughter and they began to get very worried.  A friend of 

Delores’ phoned her parents and told them that their daughter was living on the streets and that 

things were not going well.  In great distress the father took some time off from work and went 

to Winnipeg to look for her.  After talking to Delores’ friends and doing some investigating, it 

became obvious that nobody was really sure where she was.  Delores’ father spent three weeks 

looking…..all the while sleeping in hotels, and then as money ran short, sleeping at friends 

houses and even a few occasions in his car.  And one day, while acting on a tip as he was 

walking the streets, he saw her.  Delores’ back was to him, so he just walked up to her and 
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tapped her on the shoulder.  When she turned around she saw that it was her father.  She stared at 

him for a moment and noticed that his arms were outstretched, so she did what every young 

person who was struggling would do, she ran into those outstretched arms.     

 God’s pursuit of us has absolutely nothing to do with our level of obedience, our 

righteousness, or dedication to spiritual disciplines.  We are not punished when we fail…..to this 

Jesus says, “no.”  Our lives become more full and more blessed when we repent and turn around.  

In a world with so many troubling questions and things we don’t understand…..in a world that is 

anything but constant, we need to run into the outstretched arms of a God who is constant.  It has 

never been about our faithfulness to God; it’s about his faithfulness.  It is about his strength, his 

ability, his love, his longing, his resolve to stay in relationship with us.  God longs for an 

intimate relationship even more than we do, and so it is never too late for any of us.    

 And for those of us who know something about God’s incredible grace, we can help to 

bring this good news to those who need to hear it.  Yes, it can be a frustrating experience, but 

keep trying.  Whether we are lost on the streets or our backs are turned on God, he is there 

scanning the horizon…..seeking you out…..and when he finds you he is there tapping you on 

your shoulders waiting for you to turn around and run into those outstretched arms.  This is when 

Jesus says “yes.”  This is the Lenten journey…..a time of turning around…..a time of turning 

“no’s” into “yes’s”…..a time to turn around and see what kind of God we have.  In a world with 

so much tragedy and so many unanswered questions, turn around and know without a doubt the 

unfailing embrace of our surprising and awesome God.  Amen.   

 


