Earthy Wisdom, Part 6: Parable of the Barren Fig Tree
Rev. Eric Eugene Elnes, Ph.D.
First Congregational Church of Eugene
February 15, 2026

Scripture: Luke 13:6-9

. What is a Brownie?

| was a fraternity boy in college — a member of Sigma Chi. At many schools, the Sigs are the
jocks. At Whitman College, we were the “gentleman scholars.” Which is to say: we were
nerds.

But we were well-fed nerds.

Every Friday night, our fraternity hosted a formal dinner prepared by a woman named Stella.
Stella had been cooking for the fraternity for years and was widely considered the best chef on

campus.

Women happily accepted invitations to our Friday Night Formal Dinners. We’d dress up, sit at
long tables, and enjoy meals that felt almost elegant.

Then Stella retired.

The committee charged with replacing her was, shall we say, more concerned with appearance
than culinary skill. Stella’s replacement was young and charming — but her cooking... well,
imagine spaghetti that had somehow become noodle paste, meatballs with the faint essence of

gym socks, and brownies that tasted like flour and sugar mixed with brown food coloring.

One night, after particularly tragic brownies were served, our fraternity vice president jumped
to his feet holding one of them up like he’d discovered evidence in a criminal trial.

“This is not a brownie!” he declared.
We all stared at him. It was clearly a brownie.

“No,” he insisted, pounding the table. “A brownie, by definition, is good. Its whole purpose is to
be good. If it isn’t good, it isn’t really a brownie.”

And thus began a twenty-minute philosophical debate about whether a bad brownie can truly
be called a brownie.

| think that moment has stuck with me because it wasn’t really about dessert. It was about
identity and purpose.



What makes something what it is? Sometimes we don’t discover what something truly is until
the season when it should bear fruit.

Il. What is a Fig Tree?

Jesus tells a parable about a fig tree that raises the same question.

A man has a fig tree planted in his vineyard. For three years he comes looking for fruit. For
three years, he finds none. Anyone who has tended a garden knows this feeling — standing
over something that isn’t thriving, wondering whether it’s time to give up or dig deeper. And
even those of us who'’ve never gardened can relate. We've tended vocations, relationships, or
dreams that seemed to stall, and we’ve faced the same question: Do we cut our losses, or do
we lean in with greater care?

“Cut it down,” the landowner says. “Why should it waste the soil?”

But the gardener responds: “Sir, let it alone for one more year, until | 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 parable is short. But it’s loaded.

A fig tree exists to bear figs. That is its identity. It is purpose.

In prophetic literature, fig trees sometimes symbolized Israel’s spiritual health—whether the
community was living into its calling. Israel had been called — from the time of Abraham — to
be a blessing to the nations. That was the fruit it was supposed to bear. Not domination,

superiority, or self-protection. Blessing.

So when Jesus tells this story, he’s making more than a botanical observation. He’s asking a
spiritual question:

When does a community cease to live into its purpose?

Notice something important: the parable is not primarily about destruction. The owner is ready
to cut the tree down. The gardener asks for time. Not passive time, but active time.

Time to loosen the soil. Time to enrich the roots. Time to cultivate fruit.
The gardener does not shout at the tree. He tends it.

This feels important for us.

I1l. The Ground Beneath Our Feet

We live in a time when many systems feel fragile. For many, the solid ground we once trusted
feels less certain beneath our feet. Are we on the brink of falling ...?



| don’t know the future any more than you do. But | do know this: even if we avoid the worst,
it is wise to learn how to live well under uncertain skies.

History reminds us that no empire is eternal. No economic system is immune. No political
arrangement is guaranteed forever. What is enduring is how communities love one another
when structures shake.

So perhaps the question for us is not, “Will things fall apart?” Perhaps the question is: “What
fruit are we cultivating now that would nourish life if they did?”

I'll be honest: when | imagine uncertain futures, | notice fear rising in me, too. What helps quiet
that fear is imagining the kind of community we could become if we prepared to care for one
another even better than we are now.

What if the fruit Jesus is looking for in our time is resilience rooted in love? Not panic,
hoarding, or a bunker mentality that forgets our neighbors. But resilience.

The kind of rootedness that comes from deep relationships. From shared skills. From practiced
generosity. From knowing one another well enough to lean on each other when needed.

IV. Practicing Resilience and Resistance

My first girlfriend was a Mormon, and when | worked as a Quality Assurance Manager in Alaska,
| oversaw a number of Mormons on the crews | managed. | have always been impressed by how
they structured their lives to maximize community resilience.

My girlfriend’s family, like many Mormons, had set aside a full year’s food supply. This protected
them from going hungry during large-scale crises, but it also protected them from far more
common hardships—job loss, illness, or helping a friend through a difficult stretch.

In Alaska, | encountered so many Mormons in my work because their faith communities
ensured that, if someone had a good job and openings were available, the word spread
throughout their entire network.

In a time like ours, | wonder what it would mean to take a page from the Mormon playbook —
not the Book of Mormon, but from their resiliency playbook.

Here’s someone else whose playbook I'd love to borrow from:
As some of you know, | visited Mahatma Gandhi’s ashram in India a few years ago. What struck

me most wasn’t only what Gandhi and his community accomplished in resisting the British
Empire, but how they created a way of life that could endure beyond it.



If I could sum up everything | experienced in my eight days at the ashram, it would be that they,
more than any other community | have ever seen, take as a bedrock assumption that we all are
truly loved beyond our wildest imagination by God, and they seek to treat people this way in
every way they can.

Let me share a simple example that captures their spirit. As their guest, | stayed in
accommodations equivalent to those of someone living just above the poverty line. A simple
bed with a thin mattress, no air conditioning, and a shared bathroom with toilets that were
little more than holes in the floor you squatted over. Yet, the people of the ashram made all
their guests feel like royalty.

When | first arrived at my room, there was a small gift waiting for me. Inexpensive, but
handmade. And not just handmade, but made with me, specifically, in mind. It was a small
painting a 14-year-old had painted on a block of wood — a painting of me!

Each and every day when | returned to my room, | found another small gift waiting on my bed,
each created specifically for me, bearing evidence that they’d read things I'd written and were
aware of things | valued. The materials cost them little. The attention cost them much.

| never knew who had made what for me, since each gift appeared quietly, delivered in secret. It
made me feel intimately seen — preciously valued — not because | was special, but because
they had learned to see every person as sacred. They treated my fellow guests and me this way,
and one another, too. That same posture extended even to those living on the streets of
Ahmedabad.

Like the Mormons, the ashram didn’t wait for a crisis to practice community. They cultivated it
beforehand. In fact, one thing few people realize when considering the ashram’s role in India’s
independence movement is that it cultivated a sustainable, resilient community for a full
seventeen years before taking a leadership role. When they finally emerged as leaders, the British
neither understood the true source of their power, nor could they stand against it.

V. Becoming Resilient

| suggest that in the coming year we learn from the Mormons, the ashram, and anyone else we
see practicing potent forms of community resilience and resistance. Not because collapse is
certain, but because love requires structure.

The gardener in Jesus’ parable doesn’t deny reality. He knows fruit matters and that time is of
the essence. Yet instead of panicking, he cultivates.

Perhaps that is our calling as well. Instead of panicking about an unknown future, we ask: If
times grow harder, what fruit will we have already grown in community with others?

Will we be a community well-practiced in generosity? In shared abundance? In neighborly care?
In laughter? In leaning on one another? | think we have already made a good start at these very
things. We have a foundation to build on.



The fruit Jesus looks for is not certainty. It is faithfulness. Faithfulness to more than an
outcome, but to one another. It is a community that loosens the soil around one another’s
lives. That enriches the roots. That prepares not because it fears the end, but because love
always prepares for winter — even in spring.

Which brings us back to brownies ...
In the end, nobody gathers around a table for a brownie that looks right but doesn’t taste good.

May we be a community whose life together tastes unmistakably like grace. May we be that kind
of fig tree.

Reflection and Discussion Questions
Here are a few questions related to the sermon for personal reflection and small group conversation.
I. Fruit and Purpose

The sermon opens with the question, “What makes something what it is?”” and connects this to
the fig tree bearing fruit.

Where in your life right now do you sense clarity — or uncertainty — about your purpose or
fruitfulness? How do you discern when to keep cultivating versus letting something go?

2. The Gardener’s Posture
“The gardener does not shout at the tree. He tends it.”

What does this image say to you personally? Where might God, or others, be “tending” rather than
judging in your life right now? How might this posture change the way we relate to others?

3. Fear and Community

The sermon names fear about uncertain futures while also imagining community as a source of
rootedness and resilience.

What helps quiet fear for you? When have relationships or community made you feel more grounded
during uncertain times?

4. Practicing Resilience

The examples of Mormon food sharing and Gandhi’s ashram highlight intentional practices that
strengthen community before crisis comes.



What simple practices could our congregation — or your own household — develop now that would
help us care for one another better in difficult times?

5. Tasting Like Grace

The sermon ends with the image of a brownie that looks right but doesn’t taste good, inviting
us to become a community whose life “tastes unmistakably like grace.”

What do you think “grace” feels or tastes like in real life? Where have you experienced it in this
community — or where do you long for more of it?



