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13 At that very time there were some present who told Jesusl®! 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? > 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 other
people living in Jerusalem? > No, I tell you, but unless you repent you will all perish just as they did.”

®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 man working the vineyard, ‘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?” ® He 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.”

Late last year New York Times columnist and culture observer David Brooks wrote an article in the Atlantic
entitled ‘How the Ivy League Broke America.’ He begins his reflection this way: ‘every society has a social ideal—an image
of what the superior person looks like...in the America of the 1950s it was the WASP elite from social circles on Fifth
Avenue in New York City; the Main Line, outside Philadelphia, Beacon Hill, in Boston...molded at Northeastern prep
schools and then coming of age at Harvard, Yale, or Princeton.” Brooks reminds us that in that era one did not have to be
brilliant or hardworking to get into these places, but it helped to have the right bloodlines and if your dad had gone there.
In the middle of the 20" century, the President of Harvard James Conant, along with other elite administrators, believed
that such a system of hereditary privilege was deeply unfair and un-American, and Conant did not believe the United
States could rise to the challenges of the 20t century ‘led by the heirs of a few incestuously interconnected Mayflower
families, and so Conant and his peers replaced admissions criteria based on ‘bloodlines and breeding,’ with ‘criteria
centered on brainpower’ and ‘academic achievement, shaping America’s institutions not by aristocracy but meritocracy,
made up of the ‘smartest people from all ranks of society.’

The irony, Brooks cites in a variety of ways throughout the article, is that pursuing meritocracy has created a
more rigid caste system in America than the old one did. By every measurement and in every region of the country,
according to sociologist Robert Putnam, there has been a ‘steady deterioration of the economic circumstances of lower-
class families,” who have fewer resources and opportunities than their parents did in earlier generations.? There have been

more unintended consequences. In 1980, a fairly decisive presidential election in which Ronald Reagan won 489 electoral
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3000 counties and parishes, only about 10% or 300 or so counties and parishes were considered landslide territory in that
1980 election. The other 90% of counties were pretty evenly divided voting districts between the two candidates. By 2008
and the election of Barack Obama, Obama won nearly 53% of the electoral vote and 365 electoral votes, and of the 3000
counties throughout the country, nearly %2 of them were landslide counties, 50% of counties trending hard for one
candidate or for the other. In our most recent presidential election in 2024, Donald Trump won 49.8% of the electorate
and 312 electoral votes, and of the 3000 counties in the United States, about 2500 of them or 75% were landslide counties,
either for one candidate or the other. Which means that over the last two generations, we have been re-sorted and in
much of the nation where we are increasingly segregated into places and among people, more than ever, who are like us,
including our politics.

David Brooks gives one illustration: ‘since about 1974, as the Harvard sociologist Theda Skocpol has noted,
‘college-educated Americans have been leaving organizations, such as the Elks Lodge and the Kiwanis Club, where they
might rub shoulders with non-educated-class people, and instead have been joining groups and clubs dominated by
highly educated folks like themselves.”® In the church that raised me, one of the saints of the church was someone who
retired as regional supervisor for a significant industrial manufacturer. He got his first job at that company when he was
14 years old sweeping the floors of the warehouse at the end of the workday. He never graduated from college and may
not have finished high school, but he found on-ramps to make a good life for himself and his family. But would he be able
to make such a life today?

Apologies for the extended sociological discussion, but I think it sheds light on why we are where we are in a
polarized nation and I believe it also sheds light on what Jesus might be up to here in Luke’s passage on judgment and
repentance. If 75% of us are occupying fewer and fewer spaces with people who do not look like us, have different racial
or financial backgrounds and come from different zip codes, if we can never have to listen to someone with a different
worldview, viewpoint, and experience, if we are sorted by our favorite news source, our podcast, and our clicks, if we
never rub shoulders with people who work with their hands or who have different interests, then we risk being swept up
in the currents of a larger demographic sorting process that is sifting us all out. We don’t have to look far to see the
consequences of this sorting process among human beings where the achievers are rewarded and the underachievers or
the poorly resourced are set up for failure. According to most educational research, before a child today walks into a

Kindergarten classroom, much of their academic success, ability to read, and educational outcomes will be predetermined
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by what happened in their life the first four years of it. If there was instability or trauma in the home, the challenges of
poverty, and the lack of resources or value on learning, not only will that child struggle academically, but health outcomes
will be worse, and very likely additional academic support will be needed often in circumstances where access to such
resources are few and far between. In his book Our Kids, a recommendation made by sociologist Robert Putnam
recommends is to not charge students activity fees to play a sport or in band or in an afterschool activity, especially those
in challenging financial circumstances. He encourages citizens like you and me to help schools pay for those costs
because he believes community, working with others, teamwork, and a sense of purpose all happen in such environments
and we should encourage such opportunities rather than ask for additional fees. It is a small way that the sorting and
sifting process is at work at a very young and subtle way, that will almost guarantee worse outcomes for those who do
not participate or cannot afford to do so.

Hermione Granger does not look any different than Harry Potter or Ron Weasley, but in the wizarding world,
she is considered a mudblood, born to muggle parents who were not gifted with magical powers even though
miraculously Hermione is. Nevertheless, she is not a pure blood and is demeaned because of her suspect ancestry. One
does not need only travel into the world of Harry Potter to finds such separation and division, but our own history in the
post Civil War South, Jim Crow laws and codes determined that if you had one drop of black blood in you, you were
considered black and segregated into black only facilities separated from white ‘pure bloods.” And in a similar way, Hitler
understood anyone with any Judaism in their ancestry to be Jewish and unfit for the superior Aryan race he was
pursuing. In all kinds of ways, we like to sort ourselves into the morally superior, the intellectually superior, the
financially superior, the achievement superior, or the religiously superior. Our own tradition’s doctrine of double
predestination created anxiety and fear in the life of faith, leading one to always wonder whether or not, they were one of
the elect.

Jesus words today in Luke are words of judgment; but Jesus words today in Luke are also words of grace. They
are words of judgment because Jesus is calling for repentance for everyone. Not just for the backsliders or religious ne’er-
do-wells, but also for those who think they are insiders or good law abiding faithful people. According to Jesus, they do
are called to repent. And by the way, I am guessing that because of the centrality of Jesus’ call to repentance, that is why
this scripture was selected as one of our Lenten passages. Lent is about repentance; self-examination; giving up our Mardi
Gras frivolity for sackcloth and ashes.

Except, except, [ don’t think that is what repentance actually means. I guess it has come to mean something like

self-renewal or self-examination, but the original Greek word metanoia, is less about inward spiritual scrutiny, and is



more of a call to be transformed. To become new. To expect that God will continue to disrupt our lives when we thought
we had it all figured out, and that God will do a new thing with us when we were happy to remain in the ruts of our self-
satisfaction. Be transformed. Be un-educated about what you thought you knew, and be re-educated by the grace of our
Lord Jesus Christ. Be undone and put back together again by the love of God. Die to all the things we thought mattered,
and take up our cross and follow Jesus Christ in paths we never saw before through the power of the Holy Spirit. That is
what it means to repent and Jesus does not want it for a select few or believe that only repentance is for those times or
those people who have done something wrong. No, all of us are called to repent, wherever we think we are on the pecking
order, and all of us are called to reflect God’s grace however worthy or unworthy we may think we are or feel at any given
moment.

Pontius Pilate punishes Galileans for local religious practices, and the conventional wisdom in Jesus time, was
that they must have been worse people, because they got in trouble with Pontius Pilate. A tower randomly fell on 18
people in Jerusalem who were killed...they must not have been living right and been worse offenders than everyone
else...and Jesus is not having it. Sometimes tragedies happen to people who were in the wrong place at the wrong time.
Sometimes bad things happen to good people. They were no worse sinners than the rest of us. ‘The rain falls on the just
and the unjust alike, Jesus says in the Sermon on the Mount (Matthew 5:45) God’s blessings or life’s challenges are not
necessarily distributed by our worthiness or lack thereof, or because of some kind of moral impairment. As much as we
try to create the illusion of various levels of humanity, all of us are sinners in need of grace, and all of us are worthy of
God’s love and fulfillment. And in this particular moment, all of us are need of transformation.

By the way, Jesus gives us in this passage the classic three points and an illustration sermon. He gives us the
Galilean example, then the tower falling example, then the message of repentance, and then he ends with a parable/an
illustration. Three points and a story. And he ends with this parable of what seems like a story of inaction rather than
repentance or transformation. Somebody plants a fig tree and for three years it never bears fruit. What to do? Chop it
down? Use it for kindling? Give up on it and put something better in its place? But the gardener persuades the landowner
to persist, to put some fertilizer around it, to water it, to care for it, and not to give up on it yet. Transformation is still
possible from something that looks left for dead. Jesus will illustrate just such a teaching with his own life a little ways
down the road.

Perhaps you have heard it said that the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and
expecting different results. But I think such a saying doesn’t work very well here in these precincts. We pray over and

over again and often don’t get immediate results. We worship over and over again and don’t always get instant



transformation or what we were hoping for. We look at all the ways the world needs God’s love and we feel like we aren’t
making an impact and fall into a crumpled heap of despair and the end of the day. Cut it down. Why should it be wasting
the soil? Not yet, the gardener pleas. The Fig tree reminds us that transformation is still possible, that hope is still

possible, that we are called to do the same thing over and over again and not worry about the results...to hope, to prepare,

to persist, to do better, to try and be better. All of us. Amen.



