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Focus: The parable of the fig tree is a good news story of second (or even 4th) chances 

extended by a gardener who petitions or advocates for the fig tree and who willingly 

deals with the manure of our lives.  

Luke 13:1-9 

1At that very time there were some present who told him about the Galileans whose 
blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. 2He asked them, “Do you think that 
because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other 
Galileans? 3No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did. 4Or 
those eighteen who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them—do you think that 
they were worse offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem? 5No, I tell you; but 
unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.” 

6Then he 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 
around it and put manure on it. 9If it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you 
can cut it down.’”  

Selena Wilkes Lived Through a lot of “Poop” 

This is Selena Wilkes. I read about her in a recent issue 
of Living Lutheran magazine in a regular feature called 
“I’m a Lutheran.” The stories in these columns are first-
person profiles of people who describe why a life of faith 
and living that out through their local Lutheran 
congregation is important to them.1 I showed some of the 
stories to folks in our New Member Orientation class.  

Selena is an accomplished woman in so many areas of her life: 

• She is the founder and CEO of Elmwood Farm Hospitality Group. Through 
that group and its associated businesses, she and her sister operate a 
Bed and Breakfast and wedding and meeting venue on a historic farm. 

• She’s a retired pro golfer from the LPGA Futures Tour.  

 
1 Erin Strybis, September 17, 2021. https://www.livinglutheran.org/2021/09/im-a-lutheran-selena-wilkes/ 
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• Traveling and being on the tour gave her a feel for the hospitalit y industry 
as she stayed in all kinds of hotels and settings and met different 
businesspeople.  

• She’s a motivational speaker  

• She’s on the board for the Fellowship of Christian Athletes and other nonprofits. 
Among other programs, FCA operates sports camps for youth to teach 
fundamentals and nurture faith development. 

• She’s the third generation of her family to be in her local Lutheran congregation, 
where she has been its council president and also an adult leader who has taken 
high schoolers to the National Youth Gathering.  

Part of the power of her story when she is a motivational speaker and youth 
leader is that she herself overcame significant challenges. She writes,   

I was born profoundly deaf. My parents were both schoolteachers. Taking the 
advice of the doctors, they wanted me to be mainstreamed in public school. I had 
speech therapy for years and learned by lip-reading. I wore hearing aids to assist 
with sound awareness. 

Elementary to the beginning of middle school was very difficult from a social 
aspect. People can be mean. 

 As she writes, “People can be mean,” you might think that she’s referring to other 
kids—to students, and I’m sure that she experienced that. But she also wrote, 

In elementary school, a teacher looked at me and said, “You’re not going to 
make it through high school.”  

That crushed me, yet motivated me.  

And she says, “God was with me all the way to overcome those obstacles. I 
persevered, graduated from high school and went to college.” 

• Selena Wilkes was made fun of and belittled because she was different. She has 
lived through, faced, and overcome a lot of obstacles in her life.” You could say 
she’s overcome a lot of poop/stuff.  

 

Families with School-Aged Children have Lived Through a lot of 
“Poop”  

Here’s another first-person story. This is Ellie. She is a wife and a 
mother of 2 school-aged children. She’s been a parish pastor and is now 
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working in fund development for the church. She’s writing about what family life has 
been like during Covid.2  

As a parent of young children during the pandemic, feelings of inadequacy are 
common. Regardless of the words of encouragement from supervisors, and 
family and friends, it is easy to sense that we are falling short. To note, I have 
been truly blessed with bosses who have affirmed me in my work. Yet, the sense 
of inferiority is persistent, particularly with being a mom. From education, 
socialization, discipline, and spiritual development, how can we meet the 
imaginary marks in our minds we set for our families to keep up with the 
demands of our working lives? 

The pandemic has required those of us with young children to play tandem roles 
with our work and childcare. Trying to do both well is hard work. 

Earlier in the pandemic she wrote,  

Even with school and daycare back in session, the days are shorter with no 
afterschool care. This means parents juggling school pickup, navigating 
homework and pleading with a first grader and toddler to play nicely as mommy 
or daddy finish up work that needs attending. 

 Families with young children have lived through a lot during Covid. They’re 
dealing with a lot of poop/stuff/manure. 

 

What about Your Family? 

What has it been like for you and your family—either in the past when you were a 
kid yourself or when you were actively raising children or perhaps in recent months over 
Covid? 

• “He’s just a kid,” said one family member to me this week. “He’s a kid. He’s trying 
to do the best he can.”  

• She talked about the good grades he receives, but also the challenges. Many of 
those challenges are related to adolescence: 

o Physical and emotional changes. 

o Questions of identity and purpose and self-awareness and how that 
affects things like fitting in with peers. 

• Changing ways of relating to his parents and family ups and downs that affect 
him. 

This boy has all of these challenges which are common to that period of rapid 
and significant change called adolescence, and then all of Covid stuff on top of that 

 
2 Ellie Johns-Kelley. Posted April 15, 2021 Stewardship Ministry News. “Living with gratitude, hope, and 

grace.” https://www.presbyterianfoundation.org/living-with-gratitude-hope-and-grace/ 

https://www.presbyterianfoundation.org/living-with-gratitude-hope-and-grace/
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usual stuff: Isolation, Online classes, Loss of significant events, which were simply lost 
or significantly different because of Covid.  

These losses are no one’s fault; we’ve all had to live through Covid and adapt the 
best we could, but it hasn’t been pleasant, and it has affected everyone in some way.  

So, for this boy and for countless others, you have all the usual challenges of 
adolescence and family stuff and Covid stuff on top of all of that. And that’s a lot of 
“stuff.”  

Ellie told her story as a mom/parent. This story is similar, but from the kid or 
student’s perspective. When I was talking with this church member about family life for 
those with school-aged children, the word that came to mind was overwhelmed. 
Parents and families just can’t take on one more thing. They have reached a limit.  

 In each of these personal stories—Selena and Ellie and the family at church,  

they are dealing with a lot of “stuff.” It is piling up on top of them.  
 

Jesus Responds to Questions 

The gospel reading from Luke today is a two-part story. The first part is a 
conversation between Jesus and some people about unjust suffering. They come to 
Jesus and report to him that Pilate has had some Galileans killed. Though they don’t 
say everything they’re thinking, they are apparently wondering if these others did 
something to deserve that. They are apparently wondering if they did something wrong 
or if this is some form of retribution.  

In response, Jesus suggests the ones who were killed were not worse sinners. 
He counters their assumption (v. 1) that the others who died must have done something 
wrong to “deserve” it. There is no such attribution, Jesus would say. Sometimes bad 
things happen. 

The ruthless actions of an evil despot—Pilate, in this case, and the collapse of a 
tower that fell on and killed people—both resulted in suffering, but no one did anything 
to deserve that suffering.   

Jesus and Parables 

 The second part of the reading is brief, just 4 verses. It centers around a parable 
Jesus told about a fig tree.  

 Jesus told parables about everyday objects and circumstances. Typically, there’s 
something in a parable that was unexpected—even startling. It would be something that 
would make you say, “Oh my goodness!” There’s something that would make you go, 
“Hmmm,” to ponder it as it stuck in your brain as the unexpected thing that wouldn’t let 
you go. “How could that be?” you would ask yourself.  

 As stories about everyday objects and circumstances that were common to the 
surrounding culture of the day and heard for the first time as Jesus told them, I wonder if 
sometimes parables lose their ability to startle us in the same way that they struck their 
first audience. I wonder if we’re less familiar with the cultural setting to viscerally know 
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what’s “normal” and what’s “out-of-the-ordinary” and so these stories don’t strike us in 
the same way. It’s like telling a joke to someone. If you have to explain a joke after you 
tell it rather than just telling it and the person gets it and laughs because they do, then 
the joke probably does not have the same impact.  

 And some of these parables, we’ve heard them enough times that we’re not 
startled by them in the same way the first audience was because it’s like we already 
know the “punch line.” We already know how it’s going to turn out and so it doesn’t hold 
the same surprise for us that it did for the first hearers.  

The owner is frustrated when the fig tree does not bear fruit after 3 years: 

• “Cut the tree down! Why should it be wasting the soil!” (v. 7).  

He orders it cut down, but the gardener intervenes, advocating for a second 
chance for the fig tree. He successfully petitions for it to be spared until next year (or at 
least until then): 

• 8‘Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig around it and put manure on it. 9If it 
bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.’” 

There is grace in the successful petition for a second chance. You might even 
say it’s at least a “fourth chance” given that this would be the fourth season of growth.  
  

 Here’s the thing about this parable: I said that we’re prone to miss the 
surprising or unexpected nature of the parables, either by not connecting to the 
culturally-specific setting that is 2000+ years ago or by knowing the punch line in 
advance by having heard these stories multiple times.  

 Jesus told parables about everyday objects and circumstances. In this parable, 
that’s planting grapes and fig trees and caring for and fertilizing them and being patient 
as they grow. 

 Even though we may grow grass and trees and flowers and vegetables, I wonder 
if there’s something here that we’re missing. 

 The gardener successfully petitions for the fig tree, saying that he himself will dig 
around it and put manure on it. 

 When we think of manure, I would expect that most of us think of something like 
this bag from Lowe’s or Home Depot or Moana Nursery. Before being placed in this 
bag, the “stuff” was dried and screened and processed and sanitized. We are used to 
buying our fertilizer in a bag whose contents have been processed. But this product 
started out as “stuff.”  

The Story of “Stuff” on the Farm 

I talked to a farmer this week—one who knows what it’s like to deal with a lot of 
“stuff.” Here’s what he said: 

Growing up, we would generally have maybe 20-30 heifers and 50-100 hogs 
over the winter. They were mostly either inside the barn, or across a large 
cemented area that had various coverings and shelter.   
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Anyhow, come spring, there's a heck of a lot of manure (“stuff”) to get rid of. We 
would spend a long, full day, or more, shoveling “stuff” onto what was called a 
manure spreader, and then take that out onto the field with a tractor to be used 
as fertilizer. 

  

The manure spreader is basically a trailer (filled with 
manure) that is towed behind a tractor and has rotating 
fins that would spread (or really toss) the “stuff” all over. 
It was a messy, smelly, disgusting job--I hated it. There 
were no nice bags of Home Depot manure that came 
nicely prepackaged. This was the real stuff.   

 

Dealing with our “Stuff”  

 When I told the stories of Selena, and Ellie and her family, and this Good 
Shepherd family, I acknowledged that they each have a lot of “stuff” piled on them. You 
could call them challenges, or “stuff” or something else. 

 Here’s where I think the good news is in this parable: There is grace in this 
story of the fig tree which is offered a second or a fourth chance. There is grace 
because the gardener in this story petitions for the fig tree. There is grace because the 
gardener is willing to get his hands dirty. There is grace because the gardener is willing 
to be up to his elbows in “stuff.” The gardener is willing to deal with our “stuff.”  

 The wonder of the incarnation—of Jesus becoming human, is that God in Jesus 
is willing to deal with all of our human “stuff.”  

 

 As this farmer says, “To think that Jesus loves me so much and gives me so 
much grace that he literally lets himself get covered in “stuff” just for me, is pretty 
powerful for this farmer.”  

 

 Thanks be to God for one who by grace is willing 
to be covered in “stuff” for us. 

  


