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  Last Friday, I had occasion to stand for quite a while 
next to a team of six horses, and the pungent aroma 
of the dung that a couple of them had dropped in the 
road triggered a reverie. My very first official job as a 
little boy, one that made me very proud and paid very 
well it seemed to me as a five year old, was Collector 
of Horse-Dung for my grandfather, who could never 
get enough of it to fertilize his roses. As soon as I heard 
the sound of horses’ hooves in the street I would rush 
to the shed and drag out a bucket and shovel and dash 
in pursuit eagerly anticipating the moment when the 
horse might dump the brown gold. The reward for 
presenting a steaming bucket to my grandfather was 
sixpence. Riches! I was in business!

Luke is the only evangelist to mention dung, and in 
today’s gospel we hear a parable based on gardening. 
A certain fig tree is no longer bearing fruit. It is good 
for nothing. It’s just taking up precious space in the 
garden. Time to chop it down. But the gardener gives 
it a conditional reprieve. Let me break up the hard soil 
around the roots and fertilize it with manure. See if that 
revives it. If it bears a crop again, well and good. If it 
doesn’t, it will end up as firewood.

How do we de-code this story? Well, without 
a doubt it is a parable in which Jesus signaled his 
own understanding of his ministry as an emergency 
intervention by God in the life of his people. The 
particular way that the Jewish nation were living out 
their vocation as God’s own people had degenerated 
into a lifeless and sterile spiral of retaliation. Repeated 
attempts to regain their independence from Rome 
through violent uprisings and guerilla warfare were not 
only futile, they would lead before long to total ruin. 
The Romans would finally crush them and demolish 
the temple. So Jesus understood his own mission as a 
last-ditch attempt by God to lead them back from this 
path of destruction and call the whole nation to a radical 
new way. It was not a matter of God threatening to 
inflict punishment on his own people for their moral and 
political and spiritual sterility. It was a matter of their 

own stubborn self-destructiveness leading to inevitable 
catastrophe, “The blind leading the blind…The gate is 
wide and the way is easy that leads to destruction, and 
there are many who are taking it.”

So in today’s gospel Jesus takes up two recent 
newsworthy catastrophes and challenges the popular 
spiritual theory that the victims were being punished by 
God for their immorality. The savage Roman governor 
Pontius Pilate had his troops butcher a group of Jews 
that had sought sanctuary in the temple. Was this 
God’s way of punishing them for bad character? And 
what about those who were killed when the tower of 
Siloam collapsed on them? Were they sinners? Jesus 
contradicts the theory that individual misfortunes were 
God’s way of punishing the victims for their moral 
faults. That is pious nonsense. But instead he turns the 
moment into an opportunity to continue his ministry of 
warning. “Unless you repent, you will all perish just 
as they did.” This has nothing to do with going to hell. 
Jesus was warning about a catastrophic retaliation by 
the Romans that would reduce Jerusalem to rubble, 
destroy the nation, and scatter the survivors like ashes. 
And this is exactly what happened four decades later, 
in the year 70 A.D. 

Jesus was acting on God’s behalf crying out to his 
own people, Stop what you are doing! And stop what 
you are becoming while you do it! Start over, while 
there is time! This is your last chance! And in today’s 
gospel the homely image that he uses to throw light 
on this prophetic intervention was that of the gardener 
who is willing to give a sick tree one last chance by 
digging up the soil and applying manure as a fertilizer.

Jesus was fired with the anguish of God about the 
inability of leaders to recognize the signs of the times, 
their willful insistence on doing the same things while 
expecting different results. Jesus railed against them for 
their paralysis and lack of imagination and their utter 
failure to recognize the need for urgent change. As Jesus 
says in the passage leading up to today’s gospel, ‘“When 
you see a cloud rising in the west, you immediately 
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say, “It is going to rain”; and so it happens. And when 
you see the south wind blowing, you say, “There will 
be scorching heat”; and it happens. You hypocrites! 
You know how to interpret the appearance of earth 
and sky, but why do you not know how to interpret the 
signs of the times.” (Lk 12:54-56) People know how 
to forecast the weather from changes in the sky and 
wind, but they utterly fail to interpret contemporary 
political reality and the evidence that the nation is in 
a self-destructive spiral.

One of the huge obstacles to understanding the 
mission of Jesus is this typically American individualism 
that imagines he was concerned with getting people one 
by one into heaven and rescuing people one by one from 
being sent to hell. Jesus did believe that human beings 
were destined for resurrection. But Jesus believed he 
was sent by God to intervene in the fate of the people 
as a whole, in his nation. So if we are to be faithful to 
the thrust of Jesus’ mission we need to connect with 
his anguish, his passion and his rage over the futile 
and sterile policies of his nation’s leaders which were 
leading the whole society inexorably towards the edge 
of a precipice.

So we fast forward to our own day. The role of 
followers of Jesus is, in his words, “to interpret the signs 
of the times.” And this is why our political conversations 
about the future of our own nation, the future of our 
economic systems, the future of our technologies, the 
future of the communications media, the future of our 
educational systems, the future of our political systems, 
are all sacred conversations fired by the Spirit of God. 
They do not belong to a separate sphere where secular 
calculations alone prevail. God is involved in who has 
the power for good and ill. In the spirit of Christ, and 
as his contemporary agents and representatives, we are 
to do what he did, and directly confront the policies 

and decisions that contain the seeds of disaster for 
our planet and our nation, and directly confront the 
inertia, sterility and stupidity that is getting in the way 
of creative change.

When you think of it, the image Jesus used for his 
own passionate critique of his people’s spiritual and 
political leaders is quite suggestive for what we are 
called to do. “Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I 
dig around it and put manure on it.” Our responsibility 
as Christians is to join with other discerning and 
passionate people in doing two things. Digging around 
and fertilizing. And both of these things are often going 
to meet with furious resistance from those who are 
used to monopolizing power. Jesus met with intense 
resentment and resistance from the leaders of his own 
nation because he did a whole lot of digging, and he 
raised a stink by proposing radical new ideas under 
the banner of God’s Kingdom. Fertilizing with manure 
raises a stink. Jesus paid the price with his life. His 
nation’s leaders manipulated Pontius Pilate into doing 
their dirty work by crucifying him.

Thank God for those in our own day who are not 
afraid to dig around in the dirt of our own political 
realities—journalists, activists, writers, critics, 
philosophers, demonstrators, investigators, detectives, 
researchers—breaking up the hardpan of business as 
usual, cracking open the hard surface which hides 
corruption, hypocrisy and self-interest and utter failure 
of political imagination. Thank God for those who 
shock the powers that be by raising a stink with the 
fertilizer of new approaches, imaginative proposals, 
fresh directions, innovative ideas, and all those nutrient 
packed values like integrity, vision and accountability. 
Jesus was God’s intervener, a digger and fertilizer. What 
part do you play in joining him?


