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Luke 13:6-9  
6 Then [Jesus] told this parable: ‘A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came looking for fruit on it 
and found none. 7So he said to the gardener, “See here! For three years I have come looking for fruit on this fig tree, 
and still I find none. Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the soil?” 8He replied, “Sir, let it alone for one more year, 
until I dig round it and put manure on it. 9If it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.”’ 
 
Sermon 

Friends, spoiler alert. In this passage from the Gospel of Luke, Jesus is talking about 
living well. He’s talking about repentance, saying that God can be loving and still hold us 
accountable for our actions.1 On another day, or another week, or another year, maybe that 
sermon needs to be heard. We can talk about that another time.  

In light of the facts that we are now 2 years into a pandemic, and that there are any 
number of issues including a new war going on, I’m going to say something that I hope feels 
more of God to you and to me. So, if you hear me say one thing today about this scripture 
today, it is this: it’s okay to not be okay. It is okay to not be okay. It is okay to not be okay. 

Why am I saying that after hearing a parable about the possibility of chopping down a 
fig tree? Because the fig tree in Jesus’ parable isn’t okay.  

I know that Pastor Cindy and I just spent a whole sermon series with you talking about 
how we need to walk around in parables and not necessarily assign parts to God or ourselves. 
But I have had an overwhelming feeling of compassion for the fig tree and gratefulness for the 
gardener in the scripture all week. Now admittedly, I love trees, and I like to grow things. But 
I’ve also walked with some of you through hard things lately. The fig tree is not okay, and if I 
want you to know anything about this scripture, it is that it is okay not to be okay. 

Times are hard. Take a breath with me. The pandemic still going, the Russian war in 
Ukraine has us heartbroken, worried, and exhausted. We have, dare I say, too much 
information at our fingertips to keep us in good mental health unless we seriously moderate 
ourselves. Corporately, there is a lot going on. Maybe you have your own stuff in life that feels 
heavy, too. Maybe you are grieving, or feeling blah, maybe you are recovering from something 
big, maybe you are dealing with relationship issues, or a new diagnosis. Maybe you are doing 
okay! Or maybe you’re wishing for happier times. We all go through these seasons. Breathe 
with me again. It is okay to not be okay.  

The land owner in the parable tells the gardener to chop the fig tree down, but the 
gardener says, just take a little more time. Give it another season. Another year. We don’t know 
if the gardener is wise or if they’re not doing their job, or if the tree is maybe suffering from 
some problem. We don’t know if the land owner is totally justified in being frustrated with a 
fruitless tree, or is totally impatient or a bit of both. And perhaps none of it is the point. But I 
have been sitting with this scripture all week, and I can’t get the fig tree’s condition out of my 
head. The fig tree is not okay. It’s okay to not be okay.  

Have you heard the saying that goes, “nothing in nature blooms all year; have patience 

 
1 Matt Skinner’s “Dear Working Preacher” article, “On Giving a Fig,” March 13, 2022, is helpful for main points: { 
HYPERLINK "https://www.workingpreacher.org/dear-working-preacher/on-giving-a-fig" } 
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with yourself?” I want to tell you a story. Things in nature just aren’t always what they seem. 
We have planted lots of young trees in our yard, but in the back on the property line, there are 
giant cottonwood trees. They are so big. They are so old. They were there, a grove of 5 trees 
growing together, long before the property lines were ever drawn, dividing the trees (on paper 
at least) between our neighbor’s yard and our own.  

When we moved in, I thought they were just gorgeous old trees. But our old 
cottonwoods are so big and old that developers next door asked us to take them down. When 
we built our garage, our builder said, “why don’t you just take them all down? In a few years, 
they’re going to fall on this garage I’m building right now, and then I’m going to have to rebuild 
it.” So now I still think they’re gorgeous old trees, and I marvel at their size and the stories they 
could tell from over the years.  

But since the developers and builder put that thought out there about them being old 
and assuming that they’re dying, I get silently vigilant. Every year when the snow starts to melt, 
my neighbor and I look up into the cold blue spring sky as bulbs start to bloom from the dead 
looking earth. As bunnies start to appear in our yards again, and birds sing, the trees remain 
looking dead. And every year we whisper prayers saying, “come on, you can do it. Are you going 
to bud again? Are you going to make leaves this year?” Every year, I think, “this is it, they might 
be going, we might have to have a hard conversation about taking one or more of them down.”  

Then slowly but surely buds appear, first on one side of a tree, then the other. Some 
parts of the trees still look dead, and I think “oh no, is that part of the tree dying?” And then it 
comes around and little buds appear on those branches too. And by the end of June, the trees 
are full of green leaves that look like shiny coins dancing in the sunlight. And very possibly, the 
trees are laughing at us because there we are in June, but it looks like winter with all of the 
white cottonwood seeds floating in the air like summer snowflakes. Their sticky seed pods are 
covering our lawn, and the bottoms of our shoes, insisting on more cottonwoods, wherever we 
might bring them. Sometimes trees, and creatures—including people—just need a little time.  

Now, it’s true that occasionally things do need to be cut down. In our lives, relationships 
may need to end. There are times to cut people out who are unhealthy in our lives, there are 
times to say, “cut it down.” But, friends, that is never true of ourselves. Producing—or not 
producing—does not make us who we are. It cannot affect our worth. Not everything in nature 
blooms all of the time. Neither do we. It’s okay to not be okay. 

And while we’re on that topic, sometimes we just need some nourishment. Give it one 
more year and let me put compost around it, the gardener says, because healing doesn’t take 
place in straight line or expected time frames. One preacher says that it is actually the 
compost—or manure—of life, that can be used as nourishment to bring us to fuller living.2 Rest, 
healing, taking time to nourish yourself or another takes time. It is worthy of your time. All of 
our time. The pause, the lying dormant, the healing, the nourishing, is a place of power. And 
we’ve got to go there.  
 I have been following a women named Olia Hercules for a few weeks on social media. 

 
2 Rev. Sam Wells, in conversation with Rev. Sally Hitchiner, on Facebook’s HeartEdge weekly lectionary text study 
for preachers, 15 Mar 2022. 
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Olia is a chef and author, and she is Ukrainian, living in the UK with her husband and children. 
Since the war began, she has been doing everything she can with social media, sharing 
fundraising events, connecting Ukrainians fleeing their country and people in the UK who want 
to host them, witnessing to what is going on in the Ukraine, speaking about her own trauma 
but also her deep love of country, advocating live on the news, giving photos and updates of 
her parents who are protesting and her brother who is fighting to protect their nation. She is a 
force to be reckoned with in the most wonderful ways. 
 But my favorite thing she posted recently is an article she wrote for the Evening 
Standard, responding to a vulgar analogy Putin used in an interview recently. He had said 
something about the Ukraine just needing to lay down in a grave. In response, Hercules 
(seriously, could her name be better?) wrote on Instagram about grandmothers taking out 
drones by throwing jars of fermented vegetables at them, about her parents who refuse to 
leave their home though it is occupied, and are growing tomato seedlings for their summer 
garden. She wrote about her grandparents who suffered far too much in a previous war, who 
told stories of strength and survival to their grandchildren. “My Ukraine,” she said, “was not 
asleep or in the grave, but dozing. Russia has awoken a giant.”3  
 Maybe the fig tree is saving up its energy to be a giant, like Olia Hercules says, or is 
soaking in a little more nourishment like our cottonwood trees, because its time frame to 
bloom and grow is just different than another tree’s. What I want to say to you today is that 
you don’t have to produce all of the time. And that you don’t have to compare yourself to 
others. Be like the fig tree and rest. Be like the gardener, giving it time, nourishing it, and see 
what happens.  
 I want to close with one more story. We are lucky to have some fantastic farmers doing 
innovative sustainable farming in Northfield area. I couldn’t think about the fig tree and its care 
without reaching out to some of them. So I asked a few farmers—people who spend their days 
in intimate connection with the soil, seeds, plants, pruning, and weather—what they would say 
about what the fig tree needs. I asked, a lot of questions about tree, the soil, the ecosystem, 
etc. Then I asked, what would you think of a gardener who wanted to give an unproductive tree 
more time? Should the gardener just chop it down? 
 And one of the farmers, named Andrew, had a practical and poetic response:  

I do not know anything about fig production, so have no idea how the fig will respond 
over time, but I do know it will respond, and it will take time.  [The gardener in the 
parable, he says, seems to understand] that plants work on a seasonal timeline (and/or a 
multi season timeline), and that the tree is connected and communicating with the soil 
and other plants near its root zone. This is a spiritual connection in my opinion because 

 
3 Olia Hercules, “While Vladimir Putin is shelling Mothers and Children of Mariupol, my beloved Ukraine is rising” 
article in Evening Standard, 11 Mar 2022, { HYPERLINK 
"https://www.standard.co.uk/comment/vladimir-putin-mothers-children-mariupol-hospital-
ukraine-rising-b987495.html" } . Link to article there, but her Instagram Stories Posts with article included 
fermented vegetable/drone comment and link to article there highlighted “awoken a giant” comment. 
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the gardener is connecting to, and respecting the web of life we are a part of and depend 
on. The gardener is patient, and shows care and relationship by putting manure around 
the tree's roots. To me, the gardener is wise and has a strong connection with earth and 
spirit.4  

 Friends, trust that our God has the qualities of the gardener: the patience, the wisdom, 
the awareness of interconnectedness, the specific care for each tree, and the deeply invested 
relationship and the advocacy. Then remind yourself and others that it is okay not to produce, it 
is okay not to work hard all of the time. Take time for care (and even play!) so you can to work 
through the manure and be nourished.  

It is okay to not have things be how you wish they were; it is not okay to not be okay. 
Pause your production. Rest in the silence. Lie dormant; there’s power in it. Be open to the 
invitation to nourish yourself. To rest and be. Nothing will change how beloved and worthy 
you—you just being you—are to God. Nothing will change the fact that God loves you, has 
compassion for you, and seeks to care for you. Amen. 
 
 

 
4 Andrew Ehrmann, amazing Spring Wind Organic CSA Farmer and land stewardship advocate, 18 Mar, 2022 via 
email correspondence. 


