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Third Sunday in Lent, March 24th 2019 

St. John’s Lutheran Church, Summit, New Jersey 

 Luke 13:1-13  

 
Grace be to you and peace, from God our Creator, Redeemer, and Life-giving Spirit.  Amen. 

 Catastrophes. You would think we’d be used to them by now. After all, catastrophes happen 

every day somewhere. Perhaps it’s a private disaster in someone’s life like an accident that results 

in sudden death or a diagnosis of some incurable disease.  And of course, the enormous tragedies 

that have been all over the news recently -- mass shootings in New Zealand and the Netherlands; 

cyclones in Mozambique, Zimbabwe and Malawi; terrible floods in Nebraska, Iowa, Alabama; plane 

crashes in Ethiopia. The list could go on and on…  

 You’d think that we would be used to them by now. Yet every time a new natural or moral 

disaster is announced on the numerous forms of social media available to us today, we want to 

know why.  Why did this happen?  

Listening to stories of survivors is so poignant that it’s hard not to cry.  Earlier this week I was 

listening to an interview about the floods that have devastated large parts of the Midwest. Anthony 

Ruzicka (Ruzichka), a 5th generation cattle farmer in Nebraska whose farm was destroyed, talked 

about what it was like when the dam 40 miles upstream broke.  “Everything that was left there is 

completely gone. Our cows… I don’t know how many cows were lost; I don’t know how many 

calves; my records got destroyed by the water, the house that was built in 1907 it’s demolished.  

Yeah, we’re so devasted now, it’s terrible. I’m shakin so bad; one minute I’m crying, the next minute 

I’m angry; I can’t think straight, I’m shakin; it’s bad.” 

 It was hard to listen to Anthony Ruzicka without shedding a tear for him and the thousands of 

farmers and folks around the world who have lost their homes, families, friends and livelihoods. 
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Unfortunately though, these stories of pain and destruction are all-too-common in our world today. 

Maybe they always have been. 

 When these catastrophes occur, it’s natural for people to wonder why.  Why did this happen 

to me, to us?  Is God punishing us for something we’ve done, getting back at us for our sins?  Why 

do bad things happen to good people and why does God allow them to happen?   Are cyclones, 

floods and terrorist shootings God’s will, and where is God in the midst of our suffering? These are 

legitimate questions to ask, but there are certainly no easy answers to them, if there are any at all.  

I think these were the kinds of questions that the crowd was asking Jesus about in today’s 

gospel. First, they told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices 

while they were worshipping in the Temple. Jesus listened, then asked them, “Do you think that 

because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? No, 

I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.”  Jesus didn’t directly answer the 

implied “why” of the peoples’ questions. But he did make clear to them that God wasn’t in the 

business of making people suffer as punishment for their sins because EVERYBODY sins.   

In the previous chapter and up through today’s gospel reading, Jesus has been teaching the 

crowd and his disciples about the kingdom of God and the coming judgment. He’s told the crowd 

about the cost of following him and what’s required of them in order to be faithful disciples. But not 

unlike some people today, the folks still aren’t getting it. So after talking about the ill-fated Galileans, 

Jesus brings up another top news story --- the 18 people in Jerusalem who were killed when a 

tower fell on and crushed them.  

Even though one tragedy was caused by political violence and the other by bad construction 

or a natural disaster, the outcome is still the same, says Jesus. It’s not about what’s right or wrong, 
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or about sinfulness or sainthood. Unless you turn to God and rely fully on God, you’re going to die. 

That’s what repentance is – turning to God, getting right with God; going in a new direction in our 

lives and asking God to create in us clean hearts so we can live rightly with God, neighbor and 

ourselves. 

To drive his point home, Jesus tells a story about a fruitless fig tree, a frustrated owner, and 

a compassionate gardener. The gist of the story is very clear --- either bear fruit or die because you 

never know what the day will bring. And that’s true isn’t it?  Who knew that the Ethiopian plane was 

going to crash, or that when they worshipped at Al Noor Mosque two weeks ago that the Muslim 

congregants would be gunned down by someone who hated Muslims, or that their loved one was 

going to be in a debilitating accident? Bear fruit or die, says the text. You never know what any 

given day is going to bring.  

Jesus wasn’t saying this to the people to scare them; he was telling them because this is the 

reality of our lives. A song by the former Sweet Honey in the Rock says it well: “Can’t no one know 

at sunrise how this day is going to end. Can’t no one know at sunset if the next day will 

begin.”There’s an urgency to living, says Jesus, and a fragility too.  God has given every single one 

of us a gift that we dare not squander. Bear fruit or die --- that’s the moral to the story. Our calling, 

brothers and sisters, is to bear fruit for the kingdom of God; to make God’s love, mercy, justice and 

compassion known in this world.  

This is really what stewardship is all about --- namely, that we make the most of this life that 

God has given us.   One of my favorite poets, the recently deceased Mary Oliver asks, “Tell me, 

what is it you plan to do with your one wild and precious life?” What is it that we, individual members 

of the Body of Christ, and we at St. John’s, corporate members of Christ’s Body, what are we doing 
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to bear fruit and to bloom where we’ve been planted? 

Is a friend being bullied at school or feeling isolated and alone?  How can you be a little 

Christ to them, as Luther calls us?  Is someone in your family in need of support and love?  How are 

you giving it to them? What can we do, each one of us, to reach out in service to our neighbors in 

need, right here in Summit, or amidst the current humanitarian disasters in Mozambique, Alabama 

or Nebraska?   

 Sometimes in the midst of catastrophes the most what we can do is to empathize, or give 

donations to help with the clean-up, or volunteer as responders to help deal with the disasters.  I 

know that people here have done all of the above.  Even so, we often feel helpless in the midst of 

devastating events like these and we’re sometimes left with the same questions as the survivors. 

Why? 

But the question being asked of us today is not, “Why?”, but “Where?” Jesus is asking us 

today, “Where are the figs? How are we growing fruit for the kingdom of God?” Maybe we need 

Jesus, the Gardener of our lives, to do some spiritual digging, to put some manure, some fertilizer 

around our roots in him, and to give us another year to grow some fruit.  

For some of us this might look like strengthening our discipleship practices by honing our 

prayer life or taking more time to worship.  For others it might be learning or unlearning attitudes 

and behaviors that keep our world so divided by race or class or gender or political persuasion. 

Maybe the fertilizer we need is to do acts of mercy like going to the Community Foodbank or making 

Bridges sandwiches.  Regardless of the particular kind of faith fertilizer we need though, one thing is 

clear --- there’s a big world out there that needs God’s love, and we are called to share it and to 

bloom in the image of Christ. Today.  For no one is promised tomorrow. 
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Yes, we are called to be good stewards of the gifts God has given us–our time, our talent, 

and our treasure. God expects us to be fruitful to the best of our abilities. We’re not supposed to be 

“wasting the soil” of our lives. What would you do if you had only a year left to live, only a short time 

in which to make up for wrongs done and opportunities missed? That year would be so important 

wouldn’t it? 

The lesson of the fig tree is a challenge for each of us to live every day as a gift from God; to 

live in such a way that we won’t be afraid to give an account for how we’ve used God's gift when it 

comes time for us to meet our Maker.  But the best thing is that the parable of the fig tree is gospel.  

It’s good news because it means that the story isn't over yet.  We don’t know the ending, but can 

only hope and pray that the fig tree did bear fruit--- lots and lots of figs.  

I don’t know whether you’ve ever seen it, but one of my favorite bumper stickers says, “Be 

patient; God isn't finished with me yet.”  No, God isn't finished with us yet, but God does expect us 

to grow.  God does expect us to change; God does expect us to bear fruit, to bear fruit particular to 

the gifts that each of us have been given.  I pray that your fruit and mine too, will produce a great 

harvest for the kingdom of God; for that indeed is why we are here.  Amen. 

 

Pastor Gladys G. Moore 

 


