
It was a few years ago now when she got the news – the news that her 40 year son who 
was newly married with a baby on the way did not wake up that morning.  I was with her 
at a revival when the call came.  We got into the car to return home.  As we drove back 
to Perth Amboy from Camden, I could hear this devastated mother sitting in the back 
seat of the car asking God why, over and over again.  This was the second adult child 
she had lost in 4 years.  I too was asking why as I prayed and drove. 
 
The why continued at the visitation and funeral where hundreds gathered to say 
goodbye to a son, brother, cousin, friend, beloved teacher, and soccer coach.  It was 
heartbreaking to see all the students with tears streaming down. It was hard to see his 
clearly pregnant wife doing her best to greet everyone.  This young man had been in 
good shape, worked hard and had a wonderful life and now he was gone.  Why we all 
asked. I had no answer.  All I could see and feel was the horrible grief. 
 
The funeral was in a Roman Catholic church and I wondered what the priest would say 
in the homily.  I don’t remember the whole sermon, but the part that stayed with me was 
when he said that if we were asking why this had happened, then we were asking the 
wrong question. The question of why this happened is beyond our understanding bound 
up in the mystery of God. He said we need to ask a different question. Why was John 
with us for those 40 years? What difference did this young man’s life make? The answer 
was obvious. You had only to look around the packed church to see how many lives he 
had touched. While this did not alleviate the grief, it brought a touch of hope. 
 
Our gospel this morning also deals with question of why did this happen. Jesus is 
approached by some people who tell him about Pilate’s slaughter of some Galilean 
Jews. Their why is implied and they don’t give an answer, but Jesus knows the answer 
they have in mind and responds, “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in 
this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans?  
 
This is another response to the question of why did this happen. Instead of being mired 
in the grief or horror, we think – well they must have done something wrong.  They 
weren’t living right. It is a common response.  A way to make sense of what does not 
make sense. But Jesus responds to those who came to him and us - 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 others living in Jerusalem? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish 
just as they did.” 
 
Jesus says very clearly that the neither the Galileans nor who the tower of Siloam fell on 
died because they were sinners.  No he says, but then unless you repent, you will all 
perish as they did. Then seemingly out of the blue, Jesus goes on to tell the story of a 
fig tree that has born no fruit and is in danger of being destroyed. One day, the 
landowner went looking for fruit on the tree, and found none.  Incensed, he confronted 
his gardener: “For three years I have come looking for fruit on this fig tree,” he said, 
“and still I find none.  Cut it down!  Why should it waste the soil?”  But the gardener 
begged his employer for more time: “Sir, let the tree 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.” 
 
As I first read this gospel, I was having trouble connecting Jesus’ response to the 
people who came asking why did this happen and the story of the fig tree. But then, 
commentator Debie Thomas1, pointed out that perhaps Jesus is addressing the 
question of why did this happen in an unexpected way – a way that reminded me of 
what the priest said at that funeral.  She says perhaps Jesus is pointing us towards 
asking a different question – a better question. It occurred to me that the question of 
‘why did this happen?’ easily leads us to a stuck place.  We can become overwhelmed 
by grief. We can blame it on our sins or the sins of others.  And here is another option. 
We offer up responses such as she is in a better place or God needed another angel or 
God never gives us more than we can bear.  These responses are often not helpful and 
lead nowhere. Often they lead us to separating ourselves from those in trouble.   
 
In the story of the fig tree, Debie Thomas2 suggests that Jesus is inviting us into a 
different perspective, a way of asking a better question – one that will lead us to life and 
a way forward.  As she writes, Stories open up possibility.  Stories include, unmake, and 
transform us.  Why did those Galilean Jews die?  Why did the tower fall?  Okay, sit 
down, let me tell you about a fig tree…” 
 
So what questions could Jesus be suggesting in this story where a landowner shows up 
to fuss of the lack of productivity of a fig tree?  
 
“Am I like the landowner who shows up to pronounce judgement on something that I 
have not being a part of?  Do I look for scarcity or possibility?  Where in my life — or in 
the lives of others — have I prematurely called it quits, saying, “There’s no life here 
worth cultivating.  Cut it down.” 
 
Am I like the fig tree? Un-nourished?  Unable or unwilling to nourish others?  In what 
ways do I feel helpless or hopeless?  Ignored or dismissed?  What kinds of tending 
would it take to bring me back to life? Am I willing to be tended? 
 
Am I like the gardener?  Where in my life am I willing to accept Jesus’s invitation to go 
elbow-deep into the muck and manure?  Where do I see life where others see 
death?  Am I brave enough to sacrifice time, effort, love, and hope into this tree — this 
relationship, this cause, this tragedy, this injustice — with no guarantee of a fruitful 
outcome?”3 
 
And yes these different and better questions are not easy to ask or to answer, but they 
lead us to a very different place – a place that has the possibility of bringing forth life 
than asking why when that answer is beyond our understanding. And perhaps this is the 
repentance that Jesus calls us to.  Instead of ask looking for who or what to blame, ask 
                                                        
1 Debie Thomas, Journey With Jesus, https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2130-ask-a-better-question 
2 Debie Thomas, Journey With Jesus, https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2130-ask-a-better-question 
3 Debie Thomas, Journey With Jesus, https://www.journeywithjesus.net/essays/2130-ask-a-better-question 



instead what can we do, who can we be with or what cause can we fight for. Instead of 
spending time with the question that is easy to ask, go beyond. Ask a different question.  
Ask a better question. 
 
Debie Thomas4 says “ “why” is just plain not a life-giving question.  Why hasn’t the fig 
tree produced fruit yet?  Um, here’s the manure, and here’s a spade — get to 
work.  Why do terrible, painful, completely unfair things happen in this world?  Um, go 
weep with someone who’s weeping.  Go fight for the justice you long to see.  Go 
confront evil where it needs confronting.  Go learn the art of patient, hope-filled 
tending.  Go cultivate beautiful things.  Go look your own sin in the eye and repent of it 
while you can.” 
 
Ask a different question.  Ask a better question. 
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