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The sad, crumpled, crinkly-leaved tree was sitting on the curb, in its pot.
Someone inside the apartment building had clearly given up on it,
Tossed it out on trash day,

hoping the garbage truck would take it

even though it wasn’t in a properly labeled can.

This was when I still lived in big cities with meager front lawns,

not places where a struggling plant might take root where it was tossed.
Besides, it was the kind of plant that runs wild in rainforests

and stays tame in our indoor spaces in cold North America.

No, throwing the plant out like this was just the end.

I noted this, and kept heading to my destination.

But later that same day,

I left my apartment again, and walked right past the same house.
In the time between my first sighting and now,

Someone else, 1 assume,

Had taken the pot

and left the dying plant!

It was such a small thing,

But this totally enraged me.

Somebody throwing out this plant,

Sending it to a landfill,

And then another person taking the pot

and not the living creature!

It was such a small thing,

Such a small life - but in the way that all individual lives are small -
And symbolized more.

The way that human beings can act

as if everything is a thing to be purchased, consumed, and discarded.
It just sent me over the edge.

It probably just needs a little patience, a little care, I thought.

I grabbed the plant, marched back to my place, and repotted it.
With care, attention, and sunlight,

The plant recovered.

And took up a little too much space

in my small apartments for the next couple of years.

It was, and still is, a small thing;

I'm willing to bet that many of us here -

have been in Jesus’ shoes.

I'm willing to bet that many of us

Have been on the receiving end of a question like,
“Why did this happen to me?



What did I do to cause this suffering or loss or violence?

Is God punishing me?”

I have a lot of empathy for Jesus,

Who’s essentially being asked that question at the beginning of our gospel passage.
Not so much, why do bad things happen,

But why did God do these things to our own people,

People who, let’s assume,

Were good Jews who followed God’s law

and were just as faithful as anyone else...even the people asking Jesus the question.
If you’ve been in that spot,

The spot where Jesus is,

It’s a question that never really has a satisfying answer.

I feel great relief that Jesus, also, doesn’t answer the question directly.

But he does have a response,

A response that roots us,

A response that propels our imaginations forward.

First, he speaks the unspoken question

underneath their reporting of this news story of cruelty and violence:
No, these people didn’t die because they sinned,

Or more specifically,

because they were any worse than any other people.

Notice that this removes any easy black and white thinking,

Takes the wind out of any self-righteous anger about us and them.
And yet, it also refuses to let the speakers- and Jesus’ other listeners -
Off the hook.

All of you need to turn around, he says.

The walk of discipleship is not about asking why goodness

hasn’t been rewarded in the way you think it should be.

The walk of discipleship means

to always be seeking to live in loving and just ways.

All of you need to repent.

Then,

Jesus doesn’t leave us with our desire for simplistic answers,
In our theoretical, endless ruminations of why.

Jesus tells a parable.

He gives us a story,

A story about food and growing things.

A story that has an open ending;

Together, the fig tree, the owner, and the gardener

Paint a picture of faithfulness, persistence, and PATIENCE.
There are so many ways that we, as a people,

And we, as individuals, fail to grow fruit.



We, as human beings, produce enough food globally to feed all of the human beings on it,
And yet hunger is still a problem.

We have so much of humanity’s knowledge available to us at the touch of a screen,

And yet distrust and misinformation reign.

We have the technology to observe all kinds of phenomena in outer space

But we can’t figure out ways to keep from going to war.

And yet,

our God is a God who keeps calling us to turn back towards the path of life.

Who keeps waiting for the fruit to show;,

Who is willing to tend and nurture and add compost.

This parable paints an image of a kingdom of second and third and fourth chances,
Of transformative attention and care,

where we do not succeed in our own efforts alone

But through the compost of grace and tending of a loving God,
Of life-giving Love.

God does not dismiss us harshly,

But waits for the growth, for virtue, love, and healing to blossom.
Is this the God we try to embody,

To those we love and even those we hate?

Do we open our arms to welcome everyone into this Kingdom,
Even the ones we suspect don’t really deserve it?

And. and.

My imagination can’t help but run after this parable’s ending
That stays gpen.

We don’t get to know what happens to the fig tree.

Does it fruit the next year, or not?

And if not, what then?

In the other ending of my story,

Which is just as true as the first ending,

Just later in time -

Is this:

One day, the rescued tree stopped growing,

started dropping leaves, and started to die.

The care, attention, and sunlight that worked before
didn’t make a difference this time.

I had done all that I could do.

It was time for that plant to become something else,
To go -

Not to the landfill -

But into the compost heap

And become something completely new,



soil that could help create and sustain new life.

If the fig tree responds to the manure - to the compost -

it will bear fruit, and that’s how it will bring about new life.

If the fig tree is cut down,

it will decompose and become soil or compost for other growth.

Nothing is truly lost in an ecosystem, but transformed.

So often, our God is the gardener.

The caretaker, the one who tends, the one who doesn’t own -
who isn’t looking at the land and the creatures in it

purely from a transactional, extracting perspective -

but from the one who is living with,

working with,

in relationship with.

And other times, God is both gardener and owner,

Or the dialogue between the gardener and the owner,

The one who consistently offers the compost of grace and says,
wait and see...

And also the one who says,

“there’s no life here.

It’s time to begin again.”

The people of Israel knew this pattern of life and death

So well.

In Jesus’ day and in ours, -

Anyone who pays attention to the cycles of the natural world,

to the whole of creation,

knows this pattern.

They know that nothing is completely lost.

I can’t help but think about Paul’s words in the letter to the Romans:
“If we live, we live to the Lord, and if we die, we die to the Lord;
so then, whether we live or whether we die, we are the Lord’s.” (14:8)
Or here:

Whether we bear fruit and live,

Or die to become compost,

We are still God’s.

Those of us who have ears to hear, the people Jesus was preaching to,
are charged to witness, follow, and tend,

not to know the end.

We don’t know the end of this parable.

On one level, that’s not ours to know:

God is God and we are creatures.

But letting our imaginations run after the end of this parable

Frees us, at least a little.



As we go deeper into Lent,

And hopefully deeper into the ways we’ve strayed from

The paths of life and love,

Wandered from relationship with God.

We know that the fig tree will either respond and bear fruit in its current form,
or it will be uprooted and die, return to the soil,

and become essential to bringing other life forth.

Are there parts of our lives where we can respond to God’s patient tending,
Offers of grace, and assurance that we do none of this alone?

Maybe, in our heart of hearts, we know that there are parts of our lives
That simply need to be uprooted,

To clear the way,

To die and be transformed totally

into a source for life that isn’t yet seen or known?

We hear in this parable,

in so many other stories in scripture,

And in the evidence of our lives,

That our God is always seeking after us,

In mercy, patience, and persistence,

calling us to turn and to return,

bringing new life out of death.

God, strengthen us in our weakness.

Recenter our lives on your stories.

Teach us to know what to save and what to compost.
Teach us again how to walk as creatures among creatures in your Creation.
Tune our ears to hear your persistent, faithful call,

Even in our smallness.



