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Sermon, Lent 3C, March 24, 2019, Jane A. Beebe 

“Because your steadfast love is better than life, my lips will praise you. So I will 
bless you as long as I live; I will lift up my hands and call on your name.” (Psalm 
63:3-4) 

  In the parable of the fig tree—a parable that has become one of my favorites 

because it is so down-to-earth—the issue seems to be that the tree is not bearing 

fruit. Yet the gardener proposes giving the tree more time, a second chance. Maybe 

digging around it and adding manure will do the trick? There is a short saying by 

the Sufi poet and mystic, Rumi: “Maybe you are searching among the branches, for 

what only appears in the roots.” Maybe that is what repentance is about: taking 

care of our root systems. As we continue to move through Lent, what will nourish 

our deepest connections: the connections that sustain us? As the days continue to 

lengthen and we turn gratefully to the Light, are we open to encouraging new 

growth—even if it is below ground? 

I learned a bit about roots from an article published by the Colorado State 

Extension Program. What is it that roots do? As it turns out, many important 

things. One is to provide an anchor for the plant to keep it in place. (It is amazing 

to me how strong and resilient the roots of even small plants can be. Anyone who 

has spent a lot of time weeding knows this). An essential function of roots is to be 

the lifeline of a plant, taking up air, water, and nutrients from the soil and moving 

them up into the leaves, where they can interact with sunlight to produce sugars, 
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flavors, and energy for the plant. That is the magic of how things grow. This time 

of year and can’t help but think of maple sap. Additionally, biologists have 

recently discovered that roots actually secrete compounds that affect the 

microorganisms in the soil, doing things like helping to protect the plant from 

diseases and helping absorb nutrients in the soil.  

Fig root systems are extraordinary. Sometimes fig trees are planted near 

walls so the roots can be protected under them. We may think of figs as a rather 

exotic fruit these days. Apparently, figs were cultivated even before wheat, 

possibly as early as twelve millennia BCE. For me, knowing this gives even more 

power to this simple parable. Figs are basic food. Their fruitfulness is of great 

value. Figs generally bear fruit once or twice per year depending on the climate. 

The implication is that the fig tree described in the parable is a mature tree and 

should be bearing fruit. Three years have already gone by. 

I do not want to skim over the clear urgency of Jesus’ words before he tells 

the parable. He does say to his followers, “…Unless you repent, you will perish.” 

(Luke 13:5) This call to repentance is given to a vast audience of followers of 

Jesus, which includes his own disciples. Therefore it is a call for us as well. Yet 

those words are in contrast with the patience of the gardener. The Colorado State 

Extension program is also clear about what happens to trees when the roots or the 
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soil are disordered. Besides losing its anchor, the tree’s canopy growth is also 

reduced. If our “root systems” are similarly compromised, our gifts—especially 

our spiritual gifts—do not come to fruition. As it says in Matthew, Jesus tells us to 

“Bear fruit worthy of repentance.” (Matthew 3:8)  

Harsh as they may sound, Jesus’ words that we will perish if we do not 

repent is, to my ears, not so much a threat, but a clear statement of reality. We are 

imperiled, whether it is physical, emotional or spiritual, if we do not reorient 

ourselves to a path that leads to light and life. In Greek, the word for repentance is 

metanoia. It is a complete change of mind, or of a purpose one has formed, or of 

something one has done. I think of the Shaker hymn Simple Gifts: 

“'Tis the gift to be simple, 'tis the gift to be free 
'Tis the gift to come down where we ought to be, 
And when we find ourselves in the place just right, 
'Twill be in the valley of love and delight. 
When true simplicity is gained, 
To bow and to bend we shan't be ashamed, 
To turn, turn will be our delight, 
Till by turning, turning we come 'round right.” 

Is there hope for the fig tree? I like to think there is. The fig tree is given a 

year to begin to bear fruit. In God’s time, that’s an eternity. Anything can happen. 

Today—even before repentance—the fig tree is alive. God can take that aliveness 

and encourage that fig tree to grow. I love the response of the gardener. It is 
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sensible and practical in the way of gardeners. The gardener has not yet given up. 

What is merciful in this story is also economical: God loves his creation. 

With regard to fertilizers, fig trees love slow-release applications. Sheep 

manure is ideal. It would certainly have been plentiful in Jesus’ time. With all of 

Jesus’ parables about sheep, perhaps we can add this one! Is it not God’s way to 

take what is all around us—even underfoot—and turn it to our good?  Sometimes it 

is the stuff that gets cast off, the stuff that is rejected, that becomes, in God’s 

hands, something of great value. Like ashes, manure is earthy. Maybe repentance 

is a bit like the composting process. What seems like garbage is turned over, 

becomes life-giving and full of nutrients. It is a mysterious process. We know that 

God, in God’s loving-kindness, can always “repair, reuse and recycle.” As it says 

in Isaiah, “Incline your ear, and come to me; listen, so that you may live.” 

In my mind the hands that do this work of mulching around the fig tree are 

gentle hands, loving hands. They are practiced Gardener’s hands. My maternal 

grandfather taught agriculture at an agricultural college in Cobleskill, NY. It is 

now part of the SUNY system. He was a legendary teacher, and I am proud to say 

there is a classroom named after him. He died when I was eleven, so my memories 

are no longer vivid. But I do remember his hands: strong, deft, and a bit gnarled. 

These are the hands I see holding the gardener’s tools. He could grow anything-- 
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perhaps to my grandmother’s sorrow as she had to can it all! Chief among a 

gardener’s virtues is patience. It is a kind of loving patience that can take the long 

view: it can wait for new growth to come in its own time. The gardener does not 

entirely control the outcome. However, the gardener does take care to provide the 

optimal conditions for growth to take place. 

What in our lives needs aeration, a layer of compost, patient care? Is the soil 

around our roots compacted, too dry, devoid of nutrients? I learned something else 

remarkable about figs. A fig’s flowers are on the inside of the fig. If we repent of 

those things that do not give us life, that tear at our roots, there is no guarantee that 

things will look that different on the outside. There is a Zen koan that says: 

“Before enlightenment, chop wood, carry water. After enlightenment, chop wood, 

carry water.” Our worth to God and neighbor will have certainly increased. Yet 

there are spiritual flowers on the inside nourished by God’s Holy Spirit. We may 

find that we are able to pray again when once it was difficult. We may have less 

anger, more forbearance. We can come to trust the Gardener’s hands. Like plants, 

we can continually turn to God’s light, God’s hope for us. 
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