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Psalm 63:1-8 
O God, you are my God, I seek you, my soul thirsts for you; my flesh faints for you, as in a dry 
and weary land where there is no water. 
So I have looked upon you in the sanctuary, beholding your power and glory. 
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. 
My soul is satisfied as with a rich feast, and my mouth praises you with joyful lips 
when I think of you on my bed, and meditate on you in the watches of the night; 
For you have been my help, and in the shadow of your wings I sing for joy. 
My soul clings to you; your right hand upholds me. 
 
Luke 13:1-5 
At that very time there were some present who told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate 
had mingled with their sacrifices. He asked them, “Do you think that because these Galileans 
suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? No, I tell you; but unless you 
repent, you will all perish as they did. 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? 
No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.” 
 
Sometimes we forget that the world where Jesus lived and breathed was a violent one. I don’t 
know if it’s because most of us just aren’t experts in ancient Roman or Biblical history. Or if, 
maybe it’s because when our kids act out these scenes during the special Sunday School 
assembly, their swords are made of plastic and their helmets keep falling over their eyes.  
 
Our minds just don’t spend a lot of time contemplating the violence we read about in these 
Bible passages. In part because it’s incomprehensible – we can’t handle it, and quite frankly, 
we don’t have to – we can click away when the caption on the pictures from Ukraine say: 
WARNING: Disturbing Images. 
 
Jesus lived and breathed and walked around in this earthly kingdom in a time and place 
where the Romans ruled by violence and the sword – and for Jesus, it was personal. When 
they brought to Jesus the example of the Galileans killed by Pilate’s hand…  he probably knew 
them. As a Galilean himself, he at least knew their families. 
 
So, no – dying at the hands of the Romans vs. dying by a terrible accident does not happen 
because one group of people were worse sinners than the other. Seems sound. Then Jesus 
continues: 
 
But… unless you repent, you will all perish as they did. 
 
Two things we need to know: 

1) What does he mean by the word “repent?” 
2) What does he mean by the word “perish?” 
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I’m going to start with “perish” because I don’t want to spend a lot of time here. 
 
The Gospel of Luke, like all of the Gospels, is written after the fall of the temple in Jerusalem 
which happened in 70 CE. Quick timeline: 
 33 CE - Jesus killed and resurrection. 
 70 CE – Temple destroyed. 
 85 CE – The Gospel of Luke is written. 
 
As Luke is writing his Gospel, he tries to create a reason for why the Temple fell and that 
influences how he writes and the words he puts in the mouth of Jesus: unless you repent, you 
will all perish as they did. This declaration is an attempt to foreshadow what Luke already 
knows happened. This is the context. 
 
To really unpack this, I’d need a white board, a power point, and about 2 hours of your time 
so I’m going to go ask you to trust me as I quickly hit our other 2 C’s besides context: canon 
and consequences. 
 
If we look at canon, there are certainly all kinds of other testimonies from the disciples, to 
Jesus, to the Apostle Paul, to the resurrection itself that point towards grace and mercy and 
eternal life – rather than the finality insinuated by the word “perish.” 
 
And the third ‘c’ – consequences. Certainly the teachings that we never do enough to earn 
God’s love in order to keep ourselves from perishing have put power in the preachers and 
institutions who wield that message, rather than where it belongs - in the risen Lord. 
 
Even the parable of the fig tree that Jesus teaches next, pushes back against the threat of 
perishing.  
 
Luke 13:5-9 
Then 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. So 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?’ (The gardener) replied, ‘Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig around it and put 
manure on it. If it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.’” 
 
The Story of God for the people of God… 
 
Here’s what you need to know about this parable: 
It is very unlikely that the man who wanted to cut down the fig tree is supposed to be God. In 
Luke’s Gospel, landowners are not the favored characters, and this parable is no exception. So 
instead of focusing on the landowner, we are introduced to a new character. The Gardener 
who sees the value of the fig tree, even though it is not producing.  
 
The collaborators from Sanctified Art grabbed onto this moment of the Gardener recognizing 
the worth of the fig tree as a declaration of our own worth, even when we are without fruit; 
even when we feel unworthy or like we’re not producing enough. 
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Sarah Speed’s poem on the front of our bulletin this morning certainly struck a chord with 
me. The end of it reads like this: 
 Sometimes I wish I was the fig tree 
 because she knows 
 what I forgot 
 many years ago. 
 

 you are still worthy 
 even if 
 you don’t produce.i 
 
You are worthy. 
You deserve to be nurtured. 
You deserve audacious hope. 
 
I like that… but I think this parable gives us a “yes – and” to that interpretation. 
 
It starts with the word “repent.” 
 
The Greek word that is translated “repent” is “metanoia.” Misunderstandings about what John 
the Baptizer was actually saying when he used the word “repent” and misguided fire and 
brimstone preachers have us translating “repent” as “change or else!” We hear the word 
repent and we think of judgment and dwelling at the bottom of the pit or the fires of hell. 
 
But really, repent simply means, “change.” 
 
Now… admittedly “change” to Presbyterians can actually feel like the fires of hell. 
 “We’ve never done it this way before” and “this is the way we did it when I was last on that 
committee” – these phrases are our rock and our fortress. 
 
“What if we try this?” is kindling and “change” is the match that strikes it. 
 
But I have to tell you, when I think about what Jesus said right before this parable and I apply 
it to the church… “Change or you will perish.” 
 
It hits different. 
 
What if we brought in an Associate Pastor whose primary focus was the fig tree outside of our 
walls – the community – rather than the one inside the walls. Sure there would be aspects of 
pastoral care and worship leadership. But what if the programming they were involved in – 
for children, students, and adults – was focused on the nurturing care of God’s Kingdom. 
 
Repentance/metanoia is change/transformation. It’s seeing the world in a different way and 
engaging with the world in a different way. It is a change of mind and thought and thinking 
so powerful that it changes one’s very way of life. 
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It’s keeping our eyes open for the ways God’s Kingdom is breaking in around the edges and 
figuring out what our place is in it. It’s saying to the world: 
You are worthy. 
You deserve to be nurtured. 
You deserve audacious hope. 
 
In 2015, Arlington Presbyterian Church in Arlington, Virginia asked itself, “For whom are our 
hearts breaking?” They went about finding that answer by talking to the community around 
them; the teachers, the waitresses, the store clerks, the people in the nearby farmer’s market. 
What they heard over and over again was, “I work here, but I can’t afford to live here 
anymore.” 
 
And so, the century-old congregation decided to sell its building, parking lot, and grounds to 
the Arlington Partnership for Affordable Housing. The church was torn down and in its place 
was built a 173-unit affordable housing apartment community in the Alcova Heights of South 
Arlington. And on the ground floor of that community, if you happen to be looking for a place 
to worship, you can find the congregation of Arlington Presbyterian Church. 
 
Their pastor Ashley Goff said, ““No matter what happens to Arlington Presbyterian Church, 
there is a legacy of resurrection. There will be resurrection in this neighborhood, that people 
will have a safe and affordable community to live in.”ii 
 
The key to the gardener in the parable is he is open to the future possibilities of what is 
becoming… but not yet. It is not for us to micromanage the future. Our task is to live into who 
God created us to be… and encourage the world to do the same: 
 
You are worthy. 
You deserve to be nurtured. 
You deserve audacious hope. 
 
The world is worthy. 
The world deserves to be nurtured. 
The world deserves audacious hope. 
 
In the name of the Creator and the Christ and the Holy Spirit. Amen. 

 
i Rev Sarah Speed. What I Forgot. SanctifiedArt.org 
ii https://sojo.net/articles/how-one-church-tackled-its-communitys-affordable-housing-
crisis?fbclid=IwAR33VcFTdi2hAoniK3kqr7wS2ha4g3EcoyJ8wClNrPfCvITmq49QqnZft7Y 


