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Scripture: Matthew 24:1-34 

 
Jesus says: 
 
“From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts forth its leaves, you 
know that summer is near.” 
 
What Jesus offers us here is not a timetable. It’s not a prediction. It’s not a countdown clock. 
 
It’s a way of reading the moment. 
  
The fig tree doesn’t tell you when summer will arrive. It tells you that conditions have changed. 
Something long dormant is stirring. Something that could not happen before… now can. 
 
Jesus is teaching discernment, not speculation. Attention, not anxiety. 
 
I. Supersaturated Moments 
 
Earlier in this series, I introduced an image that many of you have been carrying with you—the 
idea of history as something like a supersaturated solution. A solution that contains more of a 
dissolved substance than it can technically hold at that temperature, such that dropping a single 
crystal into it causes the whole solution to crystalize. 
 
Human cultures sometimes reflect this characteristic. Pressure builds quietly, often invisibly, 
sometimes for generations. Nothing seems to change—until suddenly everything does. When 
the change comes, it is rarely because one heroic individual single-handedly transforms the 
world. It comes because the moment itself has become ready. 
 
A single faithful act—one courageous decision, one truth spoken at cost—can suddenly cause 
what has been building all along to crystallize. 
 
That’s what Jesus is pointing to with the fig tree. Not magic, not fate, but readiness. 
 
II. Two Supersaturated Solutions in Jesus’ Day 
 
In Jesus’ own time, first-century Judea was under extraordinary pressure. Roman occupation. 
Economic exploitation. Religious humiliation layered on political domination. Daily reminders of 
powerlessness. 
 
The fig tree was budding. Something had to give. 
 
Out of that pressure, two very different supersaturated solutions began to crystallize. One 
solution hardened around vengeance and domination. It took shape in movements that believed 
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liberation could only come through violence—through striking back, seizing power, and making 
enemies suffer. 
 
Groups like the Zealots and the Sicarii emerged from this solution. They were not cartoon 
villains. They were responding to real injustice. They believed they were doing God’s will. But 
their fruit was catastrophic. 
 
III. Jesus and the Fall of Jerusalem 
 
When Jesus warned that “not one stone will be left upon another,” he was not speaking in vague 
apocalyptic poetry. He was naming a trajectory already visible to anyone who knew how to 
read the signs. He knew what would come of the way of violence. 
 
In Matthew 24, Jesus speaks of people needing to flee to the hills without returning home. He 
warns that events will unfold too quickly for preparation. He says plainly, “This generation will not 
pass away until all these things have taken place.” 
 
That only makes sense if he is talking about something his listeners could actually live to see. 
And they did. 
 
Those who proclaimed that non-violent resistance to the Romans was futile didn’t just talk. 
They acted.  After multiple altercations leading to both Jewish and Roman deaths, Rome finally 
got tired of half-measures. That, or they finally had the justification to do what they were aiming 
for already.  In the year 70 CE—within a generation of Jesus’ words—Rome put an end to 
Israelite revolts. They destroyed Jerusalem, tore down the Temple stone by stone, and burned 
the city. Thousands were killed or enslaved.  The negative supersaturated solution 
crystallized—fast and violently.  
 
Jesus was not predicting the end of the world. He was warning that certain paths bear certain 
fruit. Learn from the fig tree. They did not. To this day, you can see giant stones from Jerusalem’s 
walls lying where they fell. 
 
IV. The Slow Crystallization of the Jesus Movement 
 
At the same time that the negative solution was hardening toward destruction, another solution 
was crystallizing—quietly, improbably, slowly. The Jesus movement.  
 
It did not seize power. It did not overthrow Rome. It advocated turning the other cheek. It 
even insisted on loving one’s enemies.  
 
Many dismissed his movement as hopelessly naïve. They claimed the need to end Roman 
injustice was so acute that the way of non-violence was morally bankrupt.  
 
Of course, Jesus’s movement did not win in the short term. Many of its earliest adherents died 
loving enemies who did not love them back. But over time—through communities of mutual 
aid, who cared for the sick, who upheld the dignity of women, welcomed the poor, and refused 
to return violence for violence—this movement slowly reshaped the moral imagination of the 
ancient world. 
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Early Christianity did not explode like a bomb. It crystallized like a solution—gradually, 
patiently, irreversibly. While Rome easily defeated the violent path, it could not stand against 
the non-violent one.  The number of Christians they killed was vastly outnumbered by 
converts. Within three centuries, the Empire that had tried to eradicate Christianity found itself 
transformed by it. 
 
Jesus-followers had experienced the same pressure as their Zealot sisters and brothers, the 
injustice (more, in fact), yet produced radically different fruit. 
 
Jesus says: learn from the fig tree. 
 
V. Our Moment: A Familiar Pattern 
 
Friends, I don’t think it takes much imagination to see that our own moment is ripening. 
 
We are watching one supersaturated solution harden around fear: fear of losing control, fear of 
difference, fear of the stranger, fear that equality somehow diminishes those who have long 
been privileged.   
 
We see a turning away from values that once animated our best instincts: democracy, equality, 
welcoming the immigrant, shared responsibility for the common good. 
 
The fruit of that solution is already visible—and it is bitter.  
 
Sadly, some responses are adding fuel to the fire – or dark crystals to the solution —choosing 
to fight hate with hate.  Like the Zealots of old, they reject the way of non-violence, and their 
acts only bring the bitter solution closer to the point where one or two violent acts can 
catalyze thousands. 
 
Yet—and this matters deeply—that is not the only solution crystallizing in our time. 
 
Here is the crucial insight: History is not tipping in one direction—it is splitting. 
 
VI. A Parallel Positive Crystallization 
 
Alongside these darker developments, we have also lived through an extraordinary moral and 
spiritual expansion. Over the last century, humanity has grown more aware of its 
interconnectedness. We have widened the circle of who counts as “neighbor.” We have 
insisted—imperfectly, unevenly, but persistently—that more lives matter. 
 
Movements for racial justice, women’s equality, disability rights, LGBTQ+ inclusion, 
environmental sustainability, restorative justice—none of these emerged from nowhere. They 
are the fruit of generations of people, moved by compassion, devoting their lives to feeding the 
light even when darkness felt dominant.  Each and every act has been like a crystal added to a 
solution that is gradually becoming supersaturated. 
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Science and medicine, too, have increased the saturation level—especially when these pursuits 
have been placed in the service of healing rather than privilege alone. What once required a 
miracle is now healed by everyday people using medications and procedures developed over 
decades or centuries.  
 
When Jesus said, “Greater things than these shall you do,” he was not speaking rhetorically. He 
was pointing toward a future in which love would become distributed, democratized, and 
embodied through many hands. 
 
VII. Adding Crystals in the Water: Mabel Janet Byrd 
 
This is where a story like the one you’ll find in today’s bulletin matters so much. Mabel Janet 
Byrd lived at a time when equality was present—but far from supersaturated. 
 
In her day, the University of Oregon opened its doors to her—but not its community. 
She was invited into classrooms, but excluded from housing and student life. 
 
The negative solution was still dense. The positive solution was still fragile. 
 
Imagine if the U of O suddenly expelled non-white students from dorms and social groups 
today—how quickly this act of social violence might be met by physical violence—not so much 
by the non-white community, but by those whose privilege largely buffers them from 
experiencing the consequences of their actions. 
 
Yet, Mabel Bird chose, again and again, not to fight fire with fire, but to devote her energies, 
and her anger, to feeding the positive. Instead of accepting society’s constrictions, she widened 
the circle. Rather than hoarding what little access to power she had, she spent it—locally, 
nationally, globally. 
 
She did not create a shear point. She did not live to see the moment of crystallization. She 
poured her life into the water—dissolving justice, courage, and hope—bringing the solution 
ever closer to saturation. And now, a century later, we find ourselves living within what her 
faithfulness helped prepare. 
 
Her story names a hard truth: exclusion can wound—but it can also awaken a fierce, world-
shaping resolve. 
 
VIII. Discernment, Not Prediction 
 
So here we are—once more—standing before a budding fig tree. Two solutions are nearing 
supersaturation, each moving—slowly, quietly—toward crystallization. 
 
One draws its energy from fear, domination, resentment, and nostalgia for control. And people 
on every side of our divisions are feeding it. This is not about assigning blame. It is about taking 
responsibility. 
 
The other draws its strength from compassion, insight, interdependence, and shared 
responsibility for the future. And people on every side are feeding this one too. 
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Jesus does not tell us which will prevail. He asks us to discern which one we are feeding. Which 
solution do we want our lives—our time, our energy, our privilege—to help bring into being? 
 
IX. The One Certainty 
 
Now let me say something with absolute clarity. 
 
We may be at a shear point in human history. We may be living at the edge of unprecedented 
transformation—or unprecedented collapse. We may even be nearer to the end of the world 
than any generation before us. 
 
Or we may not. 
 
But here is what is 100% certain: Every one of us will experience the end of our world. 
 
Life is, so far as I can tell, universally fatal. So, the most honest preparation is not speculation 
about the end of history—but reflection on the end of our story. 
 
When someone stands at your funeral and tries to tell the truth about your life, what will they 
say you were up to at such a time as this? Will they say you had essentially concluded that life is 
nasty and brutish and then we die?  Will they say you gave up, or cowered in fear?   
 
Or, will they say that you rose to meet the moment: 
You applied all you had learned about what is good and right over the course of a lifetime to 
make a positive difference in the here and now. 
You did not hoard what made you safe but chose to use what you had to help ensure the safety 
of others.  
You did not continue to accumulate privilege, but chose time and time again to spend your 
privilege in such a way that your life bore the fruit of Christ in our world. 
 
Not out of fear, but out of love. Not because the end is near, but because the tree is alive. 
And the Holy Spirit keeps whispering:  Didn’t Jesus tell you? Greater things than these shall you do. 
 
 

 
Reflection and Discussion Questions 

Here are a few questions related to the sermon for personal reflection and small group conversation. 
 
1. Reading the Moment 
 
The sermon suggests that Jesus’ words about the fig tree are less about predicting the future 
and more about learning how to read the moment. 
 
What signs or “tender branches” do you notice in your own life—or in the world right now—that 
suggest something new may be trying to emerge? 
 
2. Faithfulness Without Immediate Results 
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We heard that history can behave like a supersaturated solution—where many small, faithful 
actions build toward a moment of change, even if no single person causes it. 
 
Can you think of a time when your actions mattered even though you couldn’t see immediate results? 
What helped you stay faithful in that season? 
 
3. What Are We Feeding? 
 
The sermon named two solutions crystallizing at the same time—one fueled by fear and 
control, and another fueled by compassion and shared responsibility. 
 
Where do you notice yourself being pulled toward one solution or the other in daily life (news 
consumption, conversations, choices about time or money)? What helps you discern which one you’re 
feeding? 
 
4. Dissolving Crystals in the Water 
 
Mabel Janet Byrd’s story shows someone who lived before justice was “fully formed,” yet chose 
to pour her energy into widening the circle anyway. 
 
Who are some people—past or present—whose faithfulness helped shape a more compassionate 
world even though they didn’t live to see its full fruit? How does their example affect how you think 
about your own role? 
 
5. Spending Our Privilege 
 
Near the end of the sermon, we were invited to consider not accumulating privilege, but 
spending it—so our lives might bear fruit. 
 
What is one form of privilege, influence, or capacity you have right now that could be “spent” in service 
of love, healing, or justice? What fears—or hopes—come up when you imagine doing that? 
 


