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The only family that the elderly woman had was a niece in her 30’s.  Her niece worked as an assistant in a dental practice specializing in treating children.  The young woman had a joyfulness about her that made people want to be near her, as though her enthusiasm for life might rub off on them.  The niece saw her aunt at least once a week, and they spoke on the phone often.  She made sure that no birthday went unnoticed and that her aunt would never be alone on Christmas, Thanksgiving, Easter, and on the anniversary of her husband’s death.  Ellie was the light of Aunt Genevieve’s life.  Ellie dropped by Aunt Genevieve’s house one day and told her that she had some bad news.

She had been experiencing dizziness for a few months, and after many medical tests, her doctor determined that she had a brain tumor and that the cancer had already metastized to many areas throughout her body.  Ellie told her aunt that the doctor said that any treatment would have almost no chance of curing her.  As you might imagine, Aunt Genevieve was devastated to know that this angel whom she had known since she was born and who had been her source of hope and joy for so many years would now suffer a merciless illness and an untimely death.


The elderly woman watched her niece’s condition decline over the next few months.  As the cancer attacked Ellie’s body, robbing it of energy and her ability to perform even the most basic of human tasks, Ellie almost never lost her smile.  Ellie never spoke of herself as a victim or in terms of self-pity.  3 ½ months later, Ellie died.

Aunt Genevieve told me that she blamed herself for Ellie’s death.  She said that she must have done something that prompted God to punish her by taking this beautiful person away from her and making her witness the suffering that Ellie endured.  We spoke of this on many occasions during the next few years, and in spite of my efforts for her to consider other perspectives, Aunt Genvieve remained convinced that losing Ellie was an exacting of God’s wrath upon her for wrongs she had done.

That’s not a very happy story, but it’s not very uncommon.  We see the consequences of life in the concrete.  Whether in business or in relationships, our decisions and  our actions can result in success, or they can result in failure.  Their consequences may come as a reward, or they may come at a cost.  


Jesus explains to the crowd gathered with Him in the Gospel that the sufferings or the rewards we receive in this life are not bestowed upon us by either God’s wrath or by God’s favor toward us.  Speaking of some Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their own sacrifices, Jesus asks the crowd, “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans?”  Jesus’ answer: “No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”  Then, Jesus continues: “Or 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?”  And again Jesus answers, “No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”

In these few words, Jesus manages to convey two foundational elements critical to understanding the eternal life that God offers to us.  First, He points out the sheer inaccuracy of believing that God rewards and punishes us in this life for the things we have done or we have not done.   If there was ever any belief that suffering only came to those who deserve it, that belief was shattered when Jesus, the One who was without sin, was arrested, flogged, beaten, and suffered a horrific public execution nailed to a wooden cross.  Secondly, Jesus emphasizes that life holds no guarantees, that death can come at any time, and that there is no escaping God’s final judgment.

And it’s this final judgment, the judgment that God will surely cast upon each one of us when death inevitably comes that is at the heart of today’s Gospel.  Jesus tells a parable about a fig tree that the owner wants cut down because it has not borne fruit for three years.  The man could use the ground that the fig tree occupies to plant another tree, a tree that would bear good fruit.  But the gardener convinces the man to give the fig tree one last chance.  He offers to nurture the tree for one more year, fertilizing it with nutrients.  If at the end of the year the fig tree still produces no fruit, the gardener will allow the tree to be cut down.

Luke’s gospel presents us with an urgent call to repent or to perish.  And at the same time, telling us that it is not too late, but that time is short.  The fig tree is given a reprieve of merely one more growing season to bear good fruit.  For us, it may not be a whole year before we are called to present the fruit of our lives before God.  We may not even have until tomorrow – or even this very night.


I can identify with the plight of that fig tree.  I so want to live to produce fruit worthy to place before God.  Sometimes, I feel that I have been nourished by the nutrients needed to bear fruit and the fruit begins to bud, but then the bud atrophies on the branch and becomes hard; it withers, and it falls to the ground, unworthy of pleasing to the one who planted me on this Earth.

The nutrients that we need to bear fruit have been given to us by God.  We have others in need all around us, and we have an abundance to share with them.  We have ears to listen to someone else’s story; we have lips to speak the words of care and love that others so desperately long to hear; we have eyes to weep with those who are afraid, those who are suffering in body, in mind, or in spirit – when tears are the only true response.

God has indeed filled the world with the nutrients that we need in order to bear fruit, but we must first open our roots, the roots of our hearts, to be able to absorb these nutrients, combining them with the necessary elements of love and humility found in repentance to bear fruit, in much the same way that a fig tree absorbs the nutrients of the earth and mixes them with sunshine and rain to produce its life-giving fruit.


The process of repentance begins with nothing short of changing the way we think and changing the way in which we see ourselves in this world that we are each an interdependent part of.  This is not to be taken lightly.  The metaphors that Jesus uses of those killed at Pilate’s hands and those crushed by a falling tower are meant to awaken us to the reality of God’s eternal judgment.  To paraphrase Jesus: “But unless [we] repent, [we] will all perish just as they did.” 

The glad news in this warning is that God does offer us a way to be saved from those things in this life that relentlessly strive to bring eternal death upon us.  Like the fig tree that was given one last chance to save its own life, our chance to save our own lives comes in the form of repentance, of turning our lives completely around and returning to God.  The bearer of this glad news is Jesus Christ, Himself.  Jesus not only proclaimed and taught humankind about the life God offers in eternity, Jesus modeled for us just how insignificant our mortal days are in relation to what our Creator can do out of love for us.

We might see Jesus’ death and resurrection as simply a means by which God proves to the world that Jesus was divine, that Jesus was a messenger sent by God to spend 3 years setting the world straight, proclaiming that true life comes through loving God and loving each other.  While this is true, the witness of death on a cross followed by an empty tomb provides an image of our hope in God for ourselves.  

You see, Jesus died a mortal death yet Jesus continued to live, being resurrected to new life with God.  Overcoming death is not reserved for Jesus alone – it is available to each one of us.  Through the repentance that Jesus calls us to, we too can overcome death and rise to new life in eternity with God. 

We live in bodies that are so very fragile, and Earthly life is uncertain, but life with God, the One in whom we place all of our trust, is unchanging.  God is asking us to choose. We can embrace Jesus’ call to change our lives in repentance and overcome death; or we can ignore Jesus’ warning and perish along with our mortal bodies when they cease to function.  Through God’s mercy we’ve been given another chance, but time is short, and judgment, whether favorable or unfavorable, Judgment is sure to come.
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