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A journey to our nation’s capital in Washington, a journey to Washington from Greensboro, is a journey 
of essentially five hours on two roads.  Go north on US 29 for 250 miles, then take a right turn east on 
Interstate 66 for about 40 miles and you will be there.  Washington, DC is a beautiful city with its cherry 
blossoms blooming in the spring, with its historical monuments honoring the great events of U. 
S.  history and, of course, the White House and the Capitol among other government buildings are 
there, but one of the reasons that Washington is such a beautiful city is because in 1899, the 55th U. S. 
Congress passed the Height of Buildings Act which restricted any building in Washington, DC from 
being no higher than 110 feet tall.  This act was amended in 1910 to bring buildings up to 130 feet tall 
but, nonetheless, Washington, DC is one of the few national capitals of the world that doesn’t have a 
skyline, so it is a capital city that feels open and easily accessible to the public. 
  
A number of years ago, while I was on a trip to Washington, I began to notice that Washington, D. C., 
despite the Height of Buildings Act of 1899, does, indeed, have a skyline, only Washington’s skyline is 
located in Virginia.  Driving into Washington on Interstate 66, I began to notice that the closer we got to 
the DC border, the more and more larger the buildings we saw.  These buildings, of course, were the 
headquarters for one multi-national operation after another.  The state of Virginia alone is home to 71 
corporate headquarters, all within an hour’s drive of DC Looking at these buildings from the car and the 
prominent corporate logos attached to the tops of these buildings, I began to wonder, as many of us 
does these days, who, in fact, runs our Capitol. 
  
Today’s scripture from Mark 11 and 13 is a very odd story, and it is the central focus of much of what 
Jesus is talking about.  It is the story of Jesus cursing a fig tree.  Why doesn’t Jesus like fig trees?  
  
Some of you know about a church in Topeka, Kansas called The Westboro Baptist Church.  This 
Westboro Baptist Church is known for its small gathering of protesters who are always holding signs 
that say in big letters “GOD HATES FAGS”.  Well, not only is the sentiment on those signs regrettable, 
but the truth of the matter is that they really misspelled it.  The truth is “GOD HATES FIGS”, or at least 
that is more accurate at least from the perspective of Jesus, but nonetheless in this story, we find Jesus 
coming up to a fig tree, and the scripture story says Jesus was hungry.  He was looking for figs to eat 
and, finding none, He curses the tree which his disciples heard.  They listened to Jesus curse this fig 
tree, and they heard Him do it which means that they were stunned at what He had done.  
  
Now, we may wonder, what is the big deal with the fig tree? In the context of the Gospel of Mark, Jesus 
curses the fig tree between his entrance into Jerusalem on what we call Palm Sunday and his 
cleansing of the Temple the next day, then the day after the Temple cleansing, Jesus and the disciples 
passed by the withered fig tree to drive the point home.   
  
The fig tree, as we heard in the reading that Maria did from both Jeremiah and Micah, and from 
numerous other places in the Hebrew scriptures, the fig tree is always understood as a symbolic 
representation of God’s blessing or God’s curse upon God’s people, their nation, and the holy city of 
Jerusalem.  The withering of the fig tree is the undeniable sign of the end of God’s blessing on God’s 
holy city, so it is a symbolic story of Jesus entering into the holiest of cities and declaring it bankrupt—
no longer in the purview of God’s blessing.   
  
The prophets are very clear as to why God’s blessing is removed from God’s holy cities.  It is the same 
story for any nation—why do we lose God’s blessing.  In Jeremiah and Micah, it is very clear.  The 
phrase in Jeremiah is the people began to reject the word of the Lord.  They started living as if God 
didn’t matter, as if what God taught simply didn’t even matter, so they began to live according to their 
own agenda, and then the prophets get more particular.  The word here, the phrase here is that the 



people were greedy for unjust gain and that they deal falsely.  These are prophetic words of our society 
that are based on cheating, on ripping each other off, on getting as much from your neighbor as you 
can, and this phrase that wraps it all up is the most condemning phrase ever from prophets who say 
“they no longer knew how to blush”.  From the prophetic point of view from Jeremiah and Micah, 
the people had gotten so far away from God’s word that they had no more shame.  They couldn’t even 
blush when they did things wrong, so there was no shame left in the land, no shame left in Jerusalem, 
so all of this is the background imagery of why Jesus curses the fig tree.  It will not give off good fruit 
anymore because everyone is so wayward from God’s word.   
  
Jerusalem, in the biblical text, is the holy city.  Jerusalem originally was a Canaanite town.  It was 
named after a local non-Israelite deity.  It was a town for another god in the beginning, but King David, 
of course, conquered and renamed Jerusalem in 1000 BCE.  The name Jerusalem, which many people 
don’t know, really can be translated “Jeru-Shalom” which is to say “the place of peace”.  The holy city of 
Jerusalem is the place of peace.  It is the place to which one takes pilgrimage.  It is the place where 
people want to go.  Of course, under King Solomon, when the Temple was built, it was the place where 
God resided.  God lived in the Temple in Jerusalem, but we all want to go there to be close to God.  To 
go to Jerusalem was to be close to God and to be where all holiness, righteousness and national pride 
would emanate from.  Holy cities make a difference. They are important, but as we know, Jerusalem 
had, by the time of Jesus’ arrival, become a place where there was a new skyline that had moved in 
with the  logo of Caesar.  The Roman Empire had taken over, and it was now a place of power and 
expansion and pursuit of resources.  The Temple leadership that was supposed to protect, uplift and 
model all things holy had sold out to the Roman leadership and their bottom line ethic, so Jesus, like an 
angry Jewish populist, declares the fig tree cursed and Jerusalem and its leadership dead.  This whole 
story is about what happens to nations when their capital begins to rot from the inside out.  It is a very 
old story that just keeps coming back again and again.   
  
Some of you have heard about a theologian by the name of William Willimon.  William Willimon was the 
chaplain for the Duke Chapel for many years.  He is a Methodist which is okay.  William Willimon and 
Stanley Hauerwas wrote a book in 1989 and just put out a new addition of it called “Resident 
Aliens”.  One of the first stories in that book is about how William Willimon, in the 1950s, was walking 
home from school one day when he and his buddies wandered off into a little thicket of bushes to 
smoke a cigarette.  As young school boys, they were going to have a drag or two of some cigarettes 
that one of them had gotten hold of.  Willimon said that, back then in the 1950s, by the time you had 
gotten home, you had already been caught.  The neighbors knew each other.  The neighbors talked to 
each other.  The ethic was strong.  You could get in trouble by your parents or by your best friend’s 
parents, so he had gotten caught in his neighbor ethic that was alive back then. 
  
Then he talks about, again, a Sunday evening with a group, a Methodist youth group.  Sundays back 
then were dedicated to things other than football.  Back then they went to a youth group on Sunday 
night, and Willimon talks about how he and his buddies snuck out of the youth group on Sunday night 
to watch a John Wayne movie in the theater.  He talks about how, from his little world he knew that 
Sunday evening when they snuck out of the youth group and went to watch this John Wayne movie, it 
was the beginning of the end of  Christiandom.  It was the beginning of the end when the church was 
the socializing agent in American culture.   
  
He says it was in that era, and ever since then, that a new ethic had moved into American culture.  It 
was an ethic of entertainment, consumption and violence as entertainment.  Slowly, but surely, the 
fabric of neighborhoods began to fray, and people no longer quite knew each other the way they once 
did, so he has fond memories of that era when you knew your neighbor.   
  
We, as a people, are looking forward to Tuesday in North Carolina, and we are looking towards 
November, as a nation.  I suspect that, on some symbolic level in our nation today, we are having a 
bitter, contentious debate about how best to bring back our national fig tree and its fruit.  How are we 
going to get our country back?  That is the buzz question expressed in a whole variety of different ways 
on both sides of the political spectrum, and it is a cantankerous debate now, and it’s tearing apart our 



community because we have been going through this now for decades.  The stakes in this debate are 
quite high.  While the Christiandom that William Willimon writes about is long gone and shall never 
return, the social and personal ethic of that time needs to be rediscovered and reimagined for our 
time.  How can we be a part of resurrecting our nation?  How can we be a part of training a new dream 
for American, of being again a righteous people—that is, a people of neighborliness, compassion, 
sharing and agreeing and disagreeing in a civil way?  It’s got us all up against a wall.  We are in trouble 
as a nation because we are losing the ability to talk with one another.  There is no more common 
consensus about anything.   
  
Of course, this is what Jesus was talking about when he went into Jerusalem.  Jerusalem had gone to 
hell in a hand basket, and his symbolic act against the fig tree was confirmation that something was 
terribly wrong, and when his disciples heard it, they were scared, and they were scared partly because 
Jesus was acknowledging what nobody wanted to acknowledge.  The Temple and its leaders were all 
in cahoots with the Empire, and it was a scary time.   
  
So, as we go forward, this imagery of fig trees should be front and center.  How does the church, as a 
special role in American culture, lift up a vision that can bring us together?  That vision is very important 
and very difficult because are now such a diverse nation.  We are diverse in every possible way—
religiously, socially, racially.  The whole mix is hard.  The church has a role to play.  The church’s role, I 
think, is to simply stand up for neighborliness, to say in our disagreements and discussions please do 
not forget that we are talking with brothers and sisters.  We are talking with citizens.  We are talking 
with children of God of all different stripes, all different faith traditions, all different racial backgrounds, 
but we are, nonetheless, still talking with our own children of God.  The human family is having a 
conversation.   
  
So, the Gospel challenges us with this imagery of fig trees.  How can we again get ripe fruit from our 
national tree? May we be in prayer together, and may our hearts be filled with compassion to be 
leaders in this project to reimagine our church, our land and our world.  Thanks be to the challenges 
that Jesus presents to us.  Amen. 
  
  


