
Repent or Perish??? 
 

Luke 13: 1-9 
 

At that very time there were some present who told him about the Galileans whose blood 

Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. 2 He asked them, “Do you think that because 

these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? 3 

No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did. 4 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? 5 No, I tell you; but unless you 

repent, you will all perish just as they did.” 
6 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. 7 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?’ 8 He replied, ‘Sir, let it alone for one more year, until 

I dig around it and put manure on it. 9 If it bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, 

you can cut it down.’” 

 
 
I remember when a beloved friend was inching toward her final days. After heart issues, cancer, 
Covid, other health snags she would often look up at the sky, throw her hands up in the air and 
say, “Really God, what did I do?” I think it is something all of us might wonder when tragedy or 
suffering finds us. In Old Testament fashion, we wonder if we did anything to awaken the gods 
of wrath and punishment. It’s the same questions a group asks Jesus about after one of their 
own suffers at the hands of tyranny. They are trying to make sense of why bad things happen to 
good people, and they wonder if God had anything to do with it.  
 
Well, listen to Jesus: God has nothing to do with our suffering. According to Jesus, there is no 
such thing as a God whose blood-thirsty wrath needs to be satisfied. According to Jesus, God 
isn’t fixated on our sinful nature. God isn’t a puppeteer controlling hurricanes or earthquakes. 
Actually, when asked, Jesus doesn’t focus on the event at all. Instead, he focuses on why they 
would believe that there is a link between our suffering and God’s judgement. Are those 
innocent teenagers who died in gang crossfire—who happened to be at the wrong place at the 
wrong time—a result of anything they did? Or is it simply what happens when violence and 
poverty and despair take control? Is an apartment complex which collapses due to God’s 
judgment or is it what happens when corporations cut corners and neglect to meet 
infrastructure codes? According to Jesus, who would be interested in a God whose wrath needs 
to be satisfied? Which means we probably need to change the dominant understanding of 
atonement theory which states God sent Jesus to die. After all, Jesus is pretty clear: there is no 
such thing as a punishing God. There is no link between divine judgement and suffering. 
 
Except, here is where things get confusing. Jesus tells the group that they can either repent or 
perish in the same way the others did. Then to illustrate his point, he tells a parable about a fig 
tree which hasn’t been producing fruit. Remember, the owner wants to make the tree mulch, 
but the gardener says to give it one more year and after some time if it doesn’t produce then he 



can chop it down. Somehow, there is a connection between repentance, a fig tree which isn’t 
producing fruit and the meaning of suffering. Now, usually I really enjoy Jesus’ parables, but this 
one…not so much. 
 
Now as a preacher, I will let you in on a smelly little confession. There are some weeks when 
Saturday rolls around and I have absolutely no idea what I’m going to say to you. In these 
moments, I think to myself, “Well, the gig is up. It’s been a good run!” But inside of this smelly 
little confession, we hear the truth of the parable: Despite all expectations, I can’t always 
produce. After all, I’m not a sermon manufacturing plant. The truth is, all of us are the fig tree 
sometimes!  We can’t always produce the result want—life happens, Covid happens, Ukraine 
happens, and it sucks the spunk right out of us. Sometimes it feels like we can’t produce justice 
no matter how many workshops we hold. I mean, how many times has the church 
overprogrammed themselves trying to produce more families, or children, or “attract” 
members, and it just hasn’t happened?  
 
And the problem I have always had with the parable is that if we are the fig tree what if God is 
the vineyard owner who will turn us into mulch if we do not produce what God expects us to?  
 
But if we think about it, the vineyard owner doesn’t sound like God. The vineyard owner sounds 
more like us! We are the ones who judges ourselves and others when expectations aren’t met. 
We are the ones who treat people like a waste of soil if they do not produce any fruit. Turns 
out, I can be the fig tree and the vineyard owner all at the same time! 
 
So where is God in the parable? God is the constant gardener who says, “Give it one more 
year.” The one who nurtures us even when we aren’t producing; the one who surrounds our 
mistakes and fertilizes our souls even when all we are growing is tired and weary and just don’t 
have the energy to produce another thing.  
 
Of course, here’s the tension we all live with and the other point of the parable: none of us 
know how many tomorrows we have to keep blooming. Could be a year, or a month, or a day. 
Like those Galileans whose life ended abruptly, we don’t know what the future holds. The 
question Jesus is posing is are prepared when the moment comes? It what he means when he 
says, “Repent or perish like they did.” Not in the way that asks, “Do you know where you are 
going when you die?” But in a way that is at peace with our lives now because of the good fruit 
we have produced. On Ash Wednesday, a few days before he died, I went to the hospital to visit 
Bert. After putting ashes on his head, reminding him of his mortality, I confessed to him that I 
wasn’t ready to say goodbye to him yet. He responded by saying, “I’m not ready to say goodbye 
yet either…but we never know what tomorrow will bring.” And my sense was that when he said 
this, he was at peace with it because he produced some good fruit in his life—some cranky 
fruit—but some good fruit.  
 
So, when Jesus says to repent or perish it isn’t a threat, it’s the tension we all live in. We have to 
reorient ourselves because we never know what tomorrow will bring. But what we do have is 
today. The question is: what are we doing with it?  



Figuratively speaking, we all have one more year. Some have more. Some less. One more year 
to deepen our understanding that we are, first and foremost, a beloved child of God. One more 
year, to be at peace with all life’s highs and lows. One more year to do what needs to be done 
so God’s love and justice and mercy is blooming on our tree. We never know what tomorrow 
will bring, but one thing is certain: God is the constant gardener whose grace surrounds us, 
nurtures us, returns us to ourselves. And for that the church says, “Amen.” 


