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Introduction 
 
1. A few weeks back I preached the first sermon in our teaching series on Jesus’ parables 

online through Facebook live and from my home office because of a classic Minnesota 
winter storm. We have just experienced somewhat of a maddening winter, did we not? And, 
it may not be over!  
 
Back in January I took a screen shot of weather.com during a week of extremes: 

 

 
 

On Wednesday, January 30, we had a low temperature of -29 degrees and wind chills in 
the -30’s and -40’s Fahrenheit. Only four days later we experience rain and a high of 42 
degrees, arguably a one-hundred-degree swing over the span of five days. Maddening!   
 

2. My family wanted to get away from it all for our son Atley’s spring break, so we travelled to 
southern California for five days and stayed with relatives in a beautiful part of the Santa 
Monica Mountains a little more than an hour north of Los Angeles. Springtime in that part of 
the United States is gorgeous this time of year with this photo taken on a hill above where 
we stayed… 
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…amongst rolling hills, blooming lavender plants, colorful bushes and rows and rows of 
lemon, orange, and avocado trees. It was like being in Tuscany, Italy. Magnificent! And, it 
took my spouse Holly and I about five minutes from arriving before the bantering began 
around the question “and, why do we live in Minnesota?!”  
 
The problem being, of course, that our family has tended to visit Southern California only in 
the Springtime when things are the most green, lush and alive in that desert like geographic 
region. We rarely visit the Greater Los Angeles area when it is consistently over 100 
degrees, filled with deathly smog, and experiencing droughts for days on end. And, then 
there are the mudslides when the heavy rains come after the drought because the drought 
killed off all of the vegetation on the hillsides!  
 

3. Ok, I’m being a little dramatic. And yet, in our last two days of the trip we drove several 
miles in the area where the 2018 Woolsey Fire… 

 

 
 

…had burned close to 100,000 acres of land and destroyed 1,643 structures.1 In my March 
10 sermon I talked about how the area had recovered and was lush again, as shown in this 
beautiful springtime photo: 
 

 
 
Amazing. And, we saw it with our own eyes are we drove by and hiked in some of the same 
recovered hillsides with this picture taken from the window of our car: 

 

 
                                                
1 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Woolsey_Fire (accessed 4-6-19) 
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The color and beauty, like where we were staying, was spectacular. Most interestingly, 
though, and perhaps the most real to life scenes to behold were the places that showed 
both burn and re-birth simultaneously. Like this photo taken from the window of our car… 
 

 
…of a mostly burned, but not quite all of it burned palm tree nestled in a greened out and 
recovered ground cover. This haunting image helped us make sense of some of the local 
residents’ comments where they pointed out that the green cover is truly beautiful and, at 
the same time, will likely die in an upcoming drought and be fuel for another fire in the 
future. Maddening!  

 
4. After returning from the Spring Break paradise of southern California to our Minnesota 

winter that has been giving way to Spring—I realized that Holly and I never resolved the 
question of where is the best place to live? But, we did agree that everywhere one lives 
there is going to be upsides and downsides to the experience. And, ultimately it is wise to 
live in that tension and be fully awake to the reality of both and more fully celebrate the 
upsides of living where we are at right now, wherever “right now” may be!  

 
A. The Parable of the Budding Fig Tree 

 
1. Which leads to today’s parable of Jesus: “The Budding Fig Tree.” The whole point of 

today’s parable is to remind us to be fully awake to God’s presence everywhere around us, 
right now, right where we live, and in the unavoidable tension of the ups and downs of life. 
This very brief parable is found in the Gospel biographies of Matthew, Mark and Luke and 
is attached, in each biography, to a longer passage of Scripture that is a very difficult text.   

 
The longer passage is difficult because it is apocalyptic and frames not just the end of the 
world, but the end of worlds and the universe as we know it. And, with other apocalyptic 
passages in the Bible many Christians over the ages have tried to understand exactly what 
Jesus said in order to predict the end of the world and typically only caused confusion and 
despair, which is the opposite intent of Jesus. In the sweep of Jesus’ teachings across all 
Gospel biographies he consistently pulled people away from confusion, fear, and despair 
and directed them toward spiritual clarity and hope.  

 
2. I have chosen the Luke version of the Budding Fig Tree parable and it is found near the 

end of the Gospel of Luke and was mentioned by Jesus during the week of Jesus’ 
crucifixion, death and resurrection. At the beginning of Luke chapter twenty-one Jesus was 
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walking and speaking with his closest followers while they toured the first century temple in 
Jerusalem. As seen in this photo of a historically informed model… 
 

 
 

…the temple was a magnificent sight. And, sadly, the economics of the temple were a 
magnificently thieving and unjust system. Tens of thousands of religious pilgrims, mostly 
impoverished people, would come to the temple to offer a ritual sacrifice required by their 
religion. In the process of needing to buy some kind of animal sacrifice to give to the temple 
priests, there were thieving money exchangers and unscrupulous animal sellers who would 
charge exorbitant rates for pigeons and the like. All in the name of God. Which made Jesus 
angry more than a few times. 
 
In the sweep of Jesus’ biography, he was at his most enraged over the temple money 
changers and animal merchants. A few times he was so angry he kicked over their tables 
and drove them out with a whip and yelling “this is to be a house of prayer and you have 
made it a den of thieves.” 2 

 
3. So, it is not a big stretch of the imagination to think that every time Jesus was around the 

temple, he was tense. In Luke 21 we read that Jesus and his followers where walking 
around the temple with the disciples remarking about how magnificently beautiful the 
temple looked. Jesus broke their touristy moment with a sobering foretelling about the 
temple being destroyed by invading armies and that some of them will be persecuted 
severely for their faith. Which all did happen as Jesus said it would. And, then today’s text 
is what follows that, and takes an apocalyptic turn toward the entire universe and the end of 
all things…which then leads us to our parable: 

 
Luke 21:25-36 
 

25 “There will be signs in the sun, moon and stars. On the earth, nations will be in 
anguish and perplexity at the roaring and tossing of the sea. 26 People will faint from 
terror, apprehensive of what is coming on the world, for the heavenly bodies will be 
shaken. 27 At that time they will see the Son of Man coming in a cloud with power and 
great glory. 28 When these things begin to take place, stand up and lift up your heads, 
because your redemption is drawing near.” 
29 He told them this parable: “Look at the fig tree and all the trees. 30 When they sprout 
leaves, you can see for yourselves and know that summer is near. 31 Even so, when you 
see these things happening, you know that the kingdom of God is near. 

                                                
2 Matthew 21, Mark 11, and Luke 19.  
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32 “Truly I tell you, this generation will certainly not pass away until all these things have 
happened. 33 Heaven and earth will pass away, but my words will never pass away. 
34 “Be careful, or your hearts will be weighed down with carousing, drunkenness and the 
anxieties of life, and that day will close on you suddenly like a trap. 35 For it will come on 
all those who live on the face of the whole earth. 36 Be always on the watch, and 
pray that you may be able to escape all that is about to happen, and that you may be 
able to stand before the Son of Man.” 

Luke 21:25-36. NIV 
 
4. There have been generations of people who have tried to make sense of the minutia of all 

that Jesus said. Every word, every symbol, potential understandings of what a generation 
might have meant to Jesus, and of course every historical timeline—all of the potential 
implications of what Jesus said here. And, many have asked “did Jesus make a mistake 
when saying that everything, including the end of all things, would all happen in one 
generation?” Those explorations may be interesting, but not very helpful to the meaning 
and application of today’s parable.  
 

5. Given the complexity and mystery of Luke Chapter 21—it is the presence of paradox (or 
seemingly opposite truths held in tension that reveal a truth) that are key to us beginning to 
understand a text. We read here about things that are time certain and time uncertain…of 
being shaken and yet being confident. And the key paradox is that everything, from stars 
and worlds, to our Minnesota winters and California fires, to our frail and aging bodies--
everything is in a constant cycle of being born, living, passing away and dying, and being 
reborn. And, because the Christ participated in the origins of all things, the Christ appeared 
as Incarnation, and Christ will be with us at the end of all things—we are to affirm that this 
always present cycle (birth, life, death, rebirth) is embedded in a real and sustaining 
connection between us and the loving Creator of all living things. This is good news! Not 
bad news. And, it is good news for everyone across all time.  

 
B. Application of the Parable of the Budding Fig Tree 
 
1. We could use some good news in our time of significant social and cultural upheaval. Like 

Jesus’ first disciples who likely experienced a mixed bag of emotions when Jesus said that 
a time of great upheaval was happening and going to get worse—many of us experience a 
mixed bag of emotions about all that boils in our society and world, and what might get 
worse. And, yet Jesus’ main point that gave hope to the first followers and every generation 
of Christ followers since—is this: “when you see these things happening, you know that the 
kingdom of God (or the presence of God) is near.  

 
This is critically important for our lives. It is only human to assume that when everything is 
going great that somehow God is most present and when things are going terrible that God 
is somehow absent. No! The Kingdom of God is…well, is like another picture I took in 
California… 
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…where death and re-birth are both a part of the whole of life, and God is in both and 
sustains all things while continuously infusing life into the very infrastructure of our being 
and the cosmos. And, the point of today’s text and so many more teachings of Jesus is that 
God is especially present, or more intensely with us when everything is falling apart or 
being burned into ash. And that applies to our small individual lives as well as our local 
neighborhoods and communities and states and nations…all the way to and including our 
solar system and the ever-expanding universe.  

 
2. So, our work, according to Jesus, is to resist numbing our personal pain and societal 

upheaval with substances and distractions and to keep our levels of anxieties in check by 
always being on the watch and always being prayerful so that we may be fully awake to 
God’s presence everywhere around us, right now, right where we live, and in the 
unavoidable tension of the ups and downs of life.  

 
Conclusion  
 
Pastor Carma Gjerning is now going to lead us in a time of reflection on the Parable of the 
Budding Fig Tree before we take communion together.  
 

Reflection Moments for April 7th 
The Parable of the Budding Fig Tree 

Pastor Carma Gjerning 
 

Invite you to engage with the budding fig that you received this morning and if you don’t have 
one if you could raise your hand and the ushers will give you one. 
 
Look at the fig tree and all the trees. When they sprout leaves you can see for yourselves and 
know that summer is near.  Even so when you see things happening you know the know the 
kingdom of God is near.  Luke 21: 29-31 
 
Every time I hear Jesus say the Kingdom of God 
 Let me tell you what life with God is like,  
 Let me tell you what it is like to experience the Divine because God wants you to   
  know and experience the presence of God. 
  
Reflect for a few moments on a time where God felt/was near. (3 minutes) 
 Examples of ways that people might experience this.  When I am in nature, hearing a 
song, reading sacred text, riding my bike,  when I am near water, when I hold my baby, when I 
experience love, when I am silent and still, When I experience a miracle. 
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As you remember: 
 
 What did you notice in your body? 
 What did you notice in your heart? 
 What did you notice in your thoughts. 
 
What does God want you to see/believe, trust for yourself?  (As a small step toward the Divine) 
 
Invite you to hold and observe the budding fig,  
What is the budding fig inviting? (1 minute) 
 
Ring Bell 
 
Communion (Pastor Carma Gjerning)  
 
 
Benediction 
 
As our new week begins, may we be fully aware to God’s presence everywhere around us, 
right now, right where we live, and in the unavoidable tensions of the ups and downs of life.  
 
Go in Peace. Amen. 
 
 
 
 


