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As we all know, these are difficult times all over America.  Parents are more and more reluctant 
to allow their children unfettered access to their neighborhood for fear something may happen to 
them.  A young mother of my acquaintance has been concerned about her kindergarten son, 
Timmy, walking to school alone. As a typical boy, he doesn’t want his mother to walk with him. 
She wants to give him the feeling that he has some independence, that she trusts him, that he’s 
growing up, but she also wants to know that he’s safe. So she came up with the following plan: 
she asked a neighbor if she would please follow Timmy to school in the mornings, staying at a 
distance, so he wouldn’t notice her. The neighbor said that since she was up early with her 
toddler anyway, it would be a good way for them to get some exercise as well, so she agreed. 

So with this plan unknown to young Timmy, the neighbor and her little girl set out following 
behind Timmy as he walked to school with another neighbor girl he knew named Susie. She did 
this for the whole week. 

As the two kindergarteners walked and chatted, kicking stones and twigs, Susie noticed the same 
lady was following them that she had noticed every day all week. Finally she said to Timmy, 
“Who is that lady who’s been following us to school all week? Do you know her?” 

Timmy nonchalantly replied, “Yeah, I know who she is.” 

Curious, Susie said, “Well, who is she?” 

“That’s just Shirley Goodnest,” Timmy replied, “and her daughter, Marcy.” 

“Shirley Goodnest? Who is she and why is she following us?” 

“Well,” Timmy explained, “every night my Mama makes me say the 23rd Psalm with my 
prayers.  And in the Psalm, it says, ‘Shirley Goodnest and Marcy shall follow me all the days of 
my life’, so I guess I’ll just have to get used to it!” 

Ok, I confess, that’s not really true but I love that story and I don’t get a chance to use it very 
often.  What I want to talk about this morning is, of course, not a little girl named Marcy but 
rather the quality of mercy, although Mercy is a perfectly acceptable name for a little girl as well.  
Mercy is an odd sort of word.  There was a time in our culture, still in memory for most of us, I 
think, when a lady under some duress might use it as a sort of mild oath, fluttering her hands and 
exclaiming, “Mercy me!”  If she was really experiencing high emotion, she might repeat herself, 
“Mercy, mercy me!” a phrase co-opted by Marvin Gaye for his famous song about the ecology.  
If you don’t know that song, don’t tell me because you are just too square.  Another phrase one 
might hear if the emotion being expressed was disappointment or resignation or sad wonder was 
“Mercy, mercy, mercy” and that became a song, too, a jazzy lament about lost love probably best 
known in its incarnation by Cannonball Adderley and his band.  And as long as I’m citing song 
titles, probably the most apt use of the word “mercy” is in a widely-covered composition by 
blues singer Mose Allison, “Everybody’s Cryin’ Mercy.”  Do you know it? 
 
“I can't believe the things I'm seeing / I wonder 'bout some things I've heard / Everybody's 
Crying Mercy / When they don't know the meaning of the word // A bad enough situation / It's 
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sure enough getting worse / Everybody's Crying Justice / Just as long as it's business first // 
People running 'round in circles / Don't know what they're headed for / Everybody's Crying 
Peace on Earth / Just as soon as we win this war…” 
 
Lest you worry that you, too, don’t know the meaning of the word, Merriam-Webster offers the 
following: “compassion or forbearance shown especially to an offender or to one subject to one's 
power; a blessing that is an act of divine favor or compassion; compassionate treatment of those 
in distress…”  Mr. Allison’s point would seem to be that certain members of our society are very 
used to crying for mercy when they are under someone else’s power but very bad at applying it 
when they are the ones who hold the upper hand.  That’s when we seem to hear phrases like, “he 
got what he deserved” or “I’m within my rights.”  Mercy, mercy, mercy… 
 
My understanding of our two Scripture passages this morning is confirmation that mercy is 
God’s preferred and perhaps only response to the broken creatures who nevertheless carry the 
image of God and that the occurrences in the world that some people are happy to credit to God’s 
vengeance are instead the natural working out of the laws of cause and effect.  As I’ve mentioned 
before, the work of the French philosopher, anthropologist, and theologian René Girard shows 
humankind to be extraordinarily prone to scapegoating; that is, looking for a convenient victim 
to take the blame for the ills of a community.  In the first two stories Jesus tells in our Lukan 
pericope, he dismisses his disciples’ scapegoating, “vengeance of God” kind of thinking and 
directs them instead to an agricultural vision of mercy as revelatory of the Beloved Community.  
And Isaiah, whom Jesus quoted more than any other prophet, gives us two beautiful images of 
what the mercy of God looks like; one in individual terms, the other transnational. 
 
Let’s begin with the news analysis and parable that Jesus uses to teach on mercy.  The two 
incidents to which Jesus refers are, sadly, unknown to us from any other historical account.  We 
can, however, easily reconstruct what likely happened and, more importantly, get to Jesus’ 
teaching.  First, there is the story of the Galileans slaughtered by Pilate.  Pilate, even more than 
other Roman governors, was known for his harsh rule and Galilee was a famous hotbed of 
resistance to Rome.  Whether these particular Galileans were in open revolt or whether Pilate 
merely expected trouble, it is entirely within his character as we know it from contemporary 
historians to act in this bloody and precipitous manner.  If you are having trouble fathoming this, 
think of it as a first century example of racial profiling.  Jesus’ reference to the group crushed by 
the falling tower is a little more obscure.  They may have been simply innocent bystanders in the 
wrong place at the wrong time when an ancient building succumbed to gravity.  Or, they may 
have been saboteurs, some nineteen hundred years before the word was coined, caught in their 
own undermining of a hated Roman public works project. 
 
Jesus’ admonition to those who asked him about the Galileans was to not attribute their fate to a 
rupture in their relationship with God.  The victims in these two catastrophes, whether they were 
guilty of anything or not, were not struck down by God because of their sin.  They were, 
however, caught up in the brokenness of a system from which Jesus was urging his listeners to 
turn.  It is likely that Jesus’ questioners and, indeed, all who heard him on that day, held a deep 
hatred for the occupying force.  That, alas, is a natural response by an oppressed people.  But 
Jesus has been teaching all along that those wishing to be a part of the Beloved Community must 
eschew violence and hatred.  “Love your enemies and bless those who curse you.”  Jesus is 
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calling on his audience to engage in repentance, metanoia, a turning away from the way of 
brokenness to the way of wholeness, a turning away from violence and hatred and toward the 
love and peace and mercy that express our reflection of God’s image.  If we have any hope of 
expecting mercy from our opponents, we must show mercy.  In the event, of course, the Temple 
was destroyed and the populace of Jerusalem decimated within forty years of Jesus’ own death.  
The people who heard his words on this day never did learn to love their enemies and so they 
perished just like those Galileans. 
 
The parable Jesus tells is also about entering into the Beloved Community where mercy reigns.  
Again, it may take a little work to tease out the depth of meaning that would have been evident to 
Jesus’ first audience.  The fig tree, for example, was a well-known metaphor for Israel in the 
works of the prophets.  The great German scholar Joachim Jeremias sheds some light on literal 
fig trees:  “A fig-tree absorbs a specially large amount of nourishment and hence deprives the 
surrounding vines of their needed sustenance,” he writes.  A fig tree that had not borne fruit for 3 
years (a good Semitic metaphor for a complete time, by the way) could not be suffered to hang 
around and use up precious nutrients from the soil.  Jesus looks back on his three-year ministry 
of healing and preaching and sees no fruit on most trees, no response to his teaching in the lives 
of most who have heard him.  It would be completely understandable if God gave up on the lot 
of them.  But in Jesus’ parable, the gardener begs the landowner for extraordinary measures.  
Jeremias wrote, “manuring a vineyard is not mentioned in any passage of the OT; moreover, as a 
matter of duty, the undemanding fig-tree does not need such care. Hence the gardener proposes 
to do something unusual, to take the last possible measures....” 
 
There can be no doubt that Jesus is the gardener in this parable.  Indeed, those of us who know 
the end of the story know that in just a few weeks, Mary Magdalene will mistake her Risen Lord 
for a gardener near the empty tomb.  Like the gardener with the recalcitrant fig tree, Jesus is 
prepared to go to unheard of lengths to bring the people back to fruitful life.  He will submit to a 
betrayal by one of his closest friends, to a trumped-up trial, to beating and scourging and to the 
most painful death imaginable, all to wake us up, to get us to turn our lives around.  He will shed 
his blood on a dead tree, soaking the ground with his life’s essence, in hopes that in his life we 
will find the nurturing soil to enable us to bear fruit.  What sorts of fruit is our loving gardener 
looking for?  Our brother Paul knew:  “the fruit of the Spirit is love, joy, peace, patience, 
kindness, generosity, faithfulness, gentleness, and self-control,” he wrote to the Galatians.  To 
the Ephesians, he wrote, “the fruit of the light is found in all that is good and right and true.” 
 
Those who heard Jesus that day had not of course heard Paul yet.  But they had heard the 
prophets read to them again and again.  They knew that Jesus was right.  That is why the 
narrative ends here in verse nine and picks up in verse ten with a story from another day.  After 
the story of the fig tree, the crowd must have dispersed, some in sorrow, some in confusion, to 
consider what they’d heard that day.  They may have taken to heart Jesus’ characterization of 
them as a barren fig tree or they may have dismissed it in their pride.  They may have seized the 
note of hope and grace at the end of the story and experienced a µετανοια, a change of mind; a 
desire to be more what God had intended them to be.  But they can’t have fully appreciated 
Jesus’ story because that can only be done on the other side of the Cross and the Empty Tomb.  
They did not know that Jesus would shortly echo the words of his gardener, “kyrie aphes auten – 
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Lord, let it alone” when he said, “ Father, forgive them — aphes autois.”  The Greek word for 
forgive is the same as the word the gardener speaks on behalf of the tree.   
 
But they should have recognized Jesus’ teaching on mercy from their knowledge of the prophet 
Isaiah, our other Scripture for this morning.  Isaiah’s message is clearly about the bounty of God 
for those who are in no way deserving.  Or, considering that we all are made in the image of 
God, the bounty of God for all for all are beloved.  God recognizes that all of us are thirsty and 
hungry for the love that can only be found in God.  As Augustine of Hippo wrote, “Thou hast 
made us for thyself, O Lord, and our heart is restless until it finds its rest in thee.”  Nowadays, 
we tend to talk about the “God-shaped hole” in our lives, a phrase derived from the writing of the 
17th century mathematician and philosopher Blaise Pascal (another Frenchman, Meryl).  And so,  
God offers the quenching of our thirst and the assuaging of our hunger without charge: “you that 
have no money, come, buy and eat!” 
 
Nor does God restrict God’s mercy to a particular nation or class of people.  To those who await 
the return of the son of David to the throne, God reveals that David’s heir is not merely the King 
of the Jews but the leader of all peoples.  “See, you shall call nations that you do not know, and 
nations that do not know you shall run to you, because of the Lord your God, the Holy One of 
Israel, for he has glorified you.” 
 
The word that comes to Isaiah makes the rationale for expectation of mercy explicit: “let the 
wicked forsake their way, and the unrighteous their thoughts; let them return to the Lord, that he 
may have mercy on them, and to our God, for he will abundantly pardon.”  It is the same 
message that Jesus gave, calling on his contemporaries to change their minds and turn to God.  It 
is the same promise as that of the parable of the gardener and the fig tree.  There will be mercy 
and pardon beyond comprehension.  We should not look for justification; we should not look for 
reasons that we can understand.  “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my 
ways, says the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than 
your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.”  God is not held captive by our small notions of 
justice and deserving.  God is not looking for scapegoats.  God calls us into loving relationship 
with all sins forgiven. 
 
I am very aware this morning of my own need for mercy.  Despite my best intentions, I regularly 
transgress, offending my friends and family, rebelling against God.  And yet, I have been given 
mercy.  Later today, Connie and I will attend the commissioning of another missionary, Lydia 
Barlow, whose calling is to incarcerated persons.  They, too, need the Good News of God’s 
mercy and hopefully that of their community as well.  All of us are dependent on God’s mercy.  
All of us need mercy from each other.  All of us, in one way or another, need to be called and 
welcomed home.  Our Loving Creator throws the door open and calls us, softly and tenderly, to 
come home.  Thanks be to God. 
 
 
 


