
St George’s Anglican Church Malvern 
Second Sunday in Lent   Yr C     17 March 2019 
Genesis 15.1-12, 17-18     Psalm 27        Philippians 3.17-4.1      Luke 13. 1-9 
 

We humans live in a violent world, and we always have. With instant 
communications we become aware of that violence within minutes of it being 
reported, and who can remain unaffected? And that has happened yet again with 
the appalling events in Christchurch.  
 
Of course, in Jesus’s time news travelled at the pace of a horse and rider at best. 
The parable that Jesus tells us about the fig tree is only in the Luke gospel. Just 
before then, people have rushed up to Jesus to tell him the news that Pilate had 
mixed the blood of fellow Galileans with the blood of their sacrifices in the 
Temple.  Shedding human blood in that sacred place was a desecration of it. It 
amounted to an act of politically motivated terror by the occupying Romans. 
People were slain in their place of worship.  
 
Jesus very quickly refutes the idea that people suffer from terrorism, or because 
of accidents, such as the tower of Siloam collapsing as it had recently, because 
they deserve to.  Jesus will not play ‘the blame the victim game’ – the one that 
says they copped it because they are not as good as we are, or they are not ‘us’ so 
let’s pretend we are immune. Tragic death does not mean a person is bad, more 
sinful than others, or in any way deserved what happened. And it certainly does 
not mean that God sits aloof in heaven deciding who will suffer this disease or 
that accident!  That God would be a monster!   
 
But Jesus warns the crowd that they are headed for a violent clash with Rome 
unless they turn away from revenge or indifference and genuinely engage with 
God when pain or terror strike by chance.   
 
Jesus likens the people to a barren fig tree. As soon as he spoke about a vineyard, 
everyone knew that was an image for God’s people. They would have 
understood straightaway that talk of vineyards was talk about the people of 
Israel and of God. Israel was called God’s vineyard.  
 
It was God who had planted the people into the land, as the gardener plants the 
vines and trees. Yet, God the vineyard owner was so often bitterly disappointed 



to find those carefully tended vines were without fruit. Israel’s repeated lack of 
faith wreaked havoc in the vineyard. Invaders broke down the walls, or pulled 
up the vines, as the people experienced what they themselves had sown by their 
refusal to trust God and act accordingly. 
 
Jesus, the vine owner’s chosen envoy, was not being heeded and the 
consequences would be devastating for Jerusalem. Those who refuse the 
summons to change direction will experience the results, Jesus is warning them. 
This is not a parable about what happens when we die. It is a warning about how 
to live now. For the hearers back then, it was about the political and ethical 
choices they faced.  

I could not but help making some connections between this parable about the fig 
tree without fruit, and recent events in all the churches. Those events have 
brought us up against the reality that we have failed to be a safe place for too 
many children. There is no doubt we are held in disrespect and even contempt 
by many people in the wider community. A parishioner recently in hospital – not 
Cabrini – told her doctor she got support and strength from her church, and the 
reply came back, ‘Why would you have anything to do with them?’ Maria Green 
told me she was the only member of her squad to be sworn in as a police officer 
holding a bible. Yesterday’s cartoon in The Age represents the church as a toxic 
environment.  We are in deep s**t and it will be fruitful for us if we do not 
pretend we are not.   

Now, I know some of this hostility is people dumping all sorts of anger and 
frustration on us, but that is not all that is going on. Hurting people are 
genuinely angry. We have been a fig tree without fruit to too many. We are all 
affected in various ways by the fallout. The institution of the church, including 
ours, is not all we thought it to be. The church will be coming to terms with all 
this for decades to come. We are doing what is possible to heal hurt and restore 
trust. We will be reshaping our life together in Christ in light of the trauma for 
the rest of most of our lifetimes.     

God was willing to give the people of Jesus’ time one more chance to bear the 
fruit of repentance. Jesus is saying, there is always one more opportunity to bear 
the fruit of changing direction. But after that, the outcome will be in our hands.  



None of us likes digging around in manure. It’s hard work; it is dirty work and 
nothing happens easily or immediately. But it IS actually the only way to deal 
with the present crisis we find ourselves in as a people. We can try chopping 
ourselves and our feelings off from what is happening, but that won’t do any 
good.  We can try ignoring the lack of fruitfulness that the crisis brings home to 
us but that won’t work forever.  We can try distracting ourselves with the false 
‘gods’ Paul attacks so fiercely. For we Anglicans, a false god would be nostalgia 
for the ways things used to be in the church and our privileged place in society). 
But as Paul says that is the way to make ourselves an enemy of the cross.  

An enemy, that is, of the way of engaging with the suffering in order to 
transform the future. That is what it means to take up the cross. I would not be 
who I am by the grace of God without the spade work I put in years ago!   

Our church will not become a fruitful fig tree of God’s planting until we accept 
the humiliation of our failures being uncovered. We are not who we thought we 
were. Only by acknowledging that can we begin to repent of our blindness, and 
accept that things have changed dramatically, and not for the first time in the 
church’s story.  

As we turn our collective heart to God the vinedresser, we can be pruned with 
loving care and have the manure dug in to good purpose. Only then will fruit 
begin to appear again. We will be a chastened and change tree, but we will have 
been tended by the only one who can do so, and will do so, if we have the 
humility to let go, let the soil be dug over and we tend the fragile new gospel 
shoots wherever they appear, no matter who surprising the context.      

Colleen O’Reilly 


