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Jesus told this parable: “A man owned a fig tree planted in his vineyard. He came looking for fruit on it and found none. He said to his gardener, ‘Look, I’ve come looking for fruit on this fig tree for the past three years, and I’ve never found any. Cut it down! Why should it continue depleting the soil’s nutrients?’ The gardener responded, ‘Lord, give it one more year, and I will dig around it and give it fertilizer. Maybe it will produce fruit next year; if not, then you can cut it down.’”

everything [in] between: rest & growth - Stephanie Sorge, 3.23.25
	Do you think Jesus’s audience was as confused by his parables as we are today? The imagery would have been familiar to them, at least. A vineyard always represented Israel. The owner usually represented God. In our Christian tradition, we’ve seen Jesus as the gardener, both because of his role of mercy, and because Jesus will later be mistaken for a gardener by Mary at the tomb. But what does the fig tree represent? And why is it growing in a vineyard? Did someone plant the fig tree, and if so, who, and why? What’s the gardener’s responsibility for it all? Is it his fault the tree hasn’t borne fruit? Is he to blame for allowing this competitor for the soil’s nutrients to grow? What would this have meant to Jesus’s audience? What does it mean to us? This parable has a pretty high ratio of questions raised to number of verses. Here’s another one: is this really about rest and growth? 
	I had planned to preach about rest and growth. But when it seems like the whole world is burning around us, fig trees, vineyards, rest, and growth all feel a little out of touch. I don’t have to provide the litany of all that is happening in the world. We know it. Each day’s headlines seem to get worse, and we want to talk about fig trees?
	Jesus’s parables never stood alone. They were responses to questions, but frustratingly short on answers. This parable about a fruitless fig tree growing in a vineyard is his response to a question of sin and divine judgment - a question raised by the dumpster fires raging in first-century Palestine. The two examples shared illustrate the brutality of life under Roman rule for Jesus and his contemporaries.
	First, Jews from Galilee had gone to Jerusalem to offer sacrifices, and while they were worshiping, they were killed. There is something especially horrific about violence committed against people while they are worshipping together. We remember the seven members of the Sikh Temple in Wisconsin who were killed in 2012, the nine killed at Mother Emanuel in Charleston ten years ago, and the eleven lives taken at the Tree of Life Synagogue in Pittsburgh in 2018. All three were carried out by white supremacists. And that’s just three examples.. 
	But it wasn’t a lone gunman who killed the pilgrims from Galilee. They were killed by an action of the state, under Pilate. That’s more like an air strike killing hundreds of innocent people, carried out in a predominantly Muslim territory during the holy month of Ramadan. 
	I wonder if the people actually asked Jesus this question, or if he just read between the lines. He responded, “Do you think the suffering of these Galileans proves that they were more sinful than all the other Galileans? No, I tell you, but unless you change your hearts and lives, you will die just as they did. What about those eighteen people who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them? Do you think that they were more guilty of wrongdoing than everyone else who lives in Jerusalem? No, I tell you, but unless you change your hearts and lives, you will die just as they did.” That’s the preface to this parable.
	Both the massacre carried out by Pilate and the tragedy at the tower of Siloam were essentially state-sanctioned violence. The deaths at the tower of Siloam were likely the result of forced labor in unsafe conditions. Did they deserve to die? No. 
	Last week, hundreds were sent from the United States to a horrific prison in El Salvador, an unconstitutional act violating a judge’s order. They were accused of being members of a Venezuelan gang, though no proof has been provided, and even the administration admits that “many” of them have no criminal record in the US. In fact, some of them were here seeking asylum to escape the violence of the very gang of which they are allegedly members.
	There are numerous stories of US residents with green cards and other visas being detained, subjected to inhumane treatment, and, in some cases, deported. The case of Mahmoud Khalil is chilling as it seems to be a litmus test for the first amendment. In some cases, American citizens have been arrested and even deported. In Texas, a US-born 10-year old girl recovering from brain cancer was on her way with her family to an emergency checkup at the hospital. They were detained and eventually all deported to Mexico. Four of the five children are American citizens, and have never lived elsewhere, but they were all driven in a van and dropped off across the border. The parents had to choose either leaving their American-born children in the US, most likely losing custody and sending the children into the foster care system, or being deported together. Can you imagine being in the midst of a medical emergency with your child, and then having to make that choice?[footnoteRef:1] [1:  https://www.nbcnews.com/news/latino/us-citizen-child-recovering-brain-cancer-deported-mexico-undocumented-rcna196049] 

	I’ve read egregious accounts of detainment and deportation. Some seem to say, “Even these people, or even this person.” Even this young and beautiful actress and entrepreneur from Canada, who was crossing the border legally and followed all the rules. Even this US-born child and her family, with no criminal record. Even the Green Card holding father-to-be. Surely, they haven’t deserved this, right? So, who does?
	A fig tree is growing in a vineyard. What does it deserve? And who gets to decide? The fig tree didn’t plant itself there. It hasn’t had any control over its own growing conditions. But it’s not like the rest of the vineyard, so it has to justify its existence, and prove its worth. It can’t just be allowed to grow, taking up the valuable resources that ought to be going to the vines that belong there.
	The vineyard owner seems to have one goal: land that will produce things that can be consumed or sold for consumption. He has expectations, whether or not those are realistic. The fact is, it takes fig trees at least a few years to produce any fruit at all. The Levitical codes also have something to say here. In Leviticus 19 we read: “When you enter the land and plant any fruit tree, you must consider its fruit off-limits. For three years it will be off-limits to you; it must not be eaten. In the fourth year, all of the tree’s fruit will be holy, a celebration for the Lord. In the fifth year you can eat the fruit. This is so as to increase its produce for you.”
	So maybe the vineyard owner doesn’t represent God? Jesus’s audience would have known all of this about figs and fruit. Maybe some were even thinking, “What on earth does that vineyard owner know? It’s too early to expect any fruit, and way too early to eat it.” So is the gardener Jesus? Maybe? The gardener speaks in favor of offering mercy. But couldn’t the gardener have told the vineyard owner the same? It would be irresponsible to dig up vegetation that hasn’t had its proper time to grow. He would be failing as a gardener. What does the tree deserve? All this angst over a fig tree, and it’s just a tree.
	Who deserves to be cut down and thrown out, and who gets to decide? 
	What we expect and deem as the norms of acceptable or desirable behavior centers cisgendered, heterosexual, able-bodied people, and is built on foundations of white supremacy and the patriarchy. These are unspoken, unchallenged assumptions and values so deeply woven into our social fabric that they’re easy to miss - or willfully ignore. When the grapevine is normative, we wonder why all of the trees and plants can’t just grow good, profitable grapes. Or, if we’re open to diversity, bring on the figs! As long as they grow figs that look and taste like grapes.
	The gardener asks for another year, during which he will dig around and fertilize the tree. Maybe the growing conditions have been less than optimal. Young fig trees won’t bear fruit, as we’ve learned. If cold weather has killed any stems, new shoots might not have a chance to produce ripe fruit. Fig trees need lots of sunlight, and either over-watering or under-watering can affect fruit production. Too much fertilizer can be a problem, too.[footnoteRef:2] Are we paying attention to environmental factors, and growing conditions?  [2:  https://www.azurefarmlife.com/farm-blog/growing-figs-from-planting-to-harvesting#:~:text=size%20each%20year!-,When%20do%20fig%20trees%20bear%20fruit?,you've%20chosen%20to%20grow.] 

	If fig trees and vines are in the same vineyard, we also can’t look at one independent of the other. They are part of the same interdependent ecosystem. They share soil and sunlight and rain, and so much more. Cutting down the fig tree will impact the vines in ways the vineyard owner might not expect. Though the parable doesn’t extend to this point, Jesus makes it explicit in his response. You want to know if those fig trees deserved it? Watch out, grapevines. In these conditions, you’re heading for the same fate.
	Those who came to Jesus asking these big questions were living in very difficult times. Maybe they really wanted to hear Jesus say, “Yes, those people were more deserving of what happened to them.” That might have made them feel more secure from the realities of living under an Empire that held ultimate power with zero empathy. They don’t get that reassurance. 
	Some accounts from the people who have been detained here in the US warn, “I thought I was safe. If this could happen to me, it could happen to anyone.” What is happening in our country is abhorrent and terrifying. On so many levels. Most of us have been able to remain relatively insulated from the worst that systems of injustice and oppression can do to hurt us and those we love. Now, it feels closer and more threatening each day. 
	If we are looking to Jesus to assure us that we’ll be ok, that’s not really how he rolls. Big picture, kingdom of God, yes. But here and now? His eyes were open to the world burning around him. He stayed close to the heat until the very end, when it finally consumed him. We are not living in the realm of Christ’s reign. Far better people than me have experienced far worse things in this world. Following Jesus doesn’t protect us from all of that. If anything, it should make us more aware of how deeply connected we are to the rest of humanity and creation. 
	We are connected to US citizens, whether by birthright or naturalization. We are connected to immigrants - Green Card holders, resettling refugees, visa holders, dreamers, asylum seekers, and those without any documentation at all. We are connected to our siblings in Canada, and Mexico, and Ukraine, and Gaza, and Venezuela… these geopolitical boundaries are ours, not God’s. We all desperately need the world to turn to justice, healing, and reconciliation. We’re all in the vineyard together. 
	Things are getting so bad in the vineyard that even the vines are feeling the squeeze. But this vineyard has not been a hospitable environment for fig trees and many other forms of life. They’ve been the canaries in the coal mine, warning us of what’s to come if we stay the current course. What’s needed is not a simple course correction, but systemic change that benefits the ecosystem as a whole rather than making adjustments for better grapes. A change of hearts and lives. Do we really want to get back to how things were a year ago? Or do we want to be part of the deep, transformative work to which Jesus calls? If nothing changes, we can expect more of the same. But if we make room for the work of the gardener, if we surrender our soil and our lives to the transforming work of God in Jesus Christ, what better fruits might grow? Then, we can talk about rest and growth - when it is afforded to all of creation, in a better and healthier garden where there is room for all to flourish. May it be so.

