
 

 Luke 13:1-9 

ENTIRELY READY FOR RECONSTRUCTION 

Step Six 
Were entirely ready to have God remove 

all these defects of character. 
 

 Jesus frequently tells parables of gardening – planting, sowing, 
pruning. Among them is this story about a fig tree that is not producing 
any fruit. This fig tree had been planted in a man’s vineyard. Not unusual; 
the fig tree was cherished for its shade as well as for its fruit and, like 
the grape, symbolized prosperity and peace. The grape, the fig, and the 
olive are all used, sometimes vaguely, to symbolize Israel. When Jesus – 

not in a parable but in real life – cursed the fig tree outside Jerusalem 
for not bearing any fruit (Matthew 21:18-19), it is often assumed to be 
a metaphor of His disgust for the temple not bearing spiritual fruit. 

 As everyone knows today, the fig tree is fertilized by a tiny wasp 
that bores its way to the center of the fruit. Without this wasp, or a 
gardener who hand-pollinates every fruit, the fig tree bears no fruit. 
We don’t know if Jesus or the gardeners of His time knew about this 
wasp or its function. Perhaps this vineyard keeper had conscientiously 
destroyed all the wasp nests in his vicinity. Or maybe we extend the 
story’s meaning to be a parable of the Holy Spirit – that is, if the Spirit 
does not penetrate to the core of us, it means we cannot bear fruit for 
the Kingdom. 

 In any case, this is a parable about a fig tree that is bearing no 
fruit. It is taking up space and using the nourishment of the soil, but 
it bears no fruit. It takes, but it does not give. It receives, but is unable 
to bear. Yet it is the function and nature of a fig tree to produce figs. 
If this tree had heart and voice, surely it would be very sad, perplexed, 
and confused. Why is it unable to produce fruit? There are three great 
sorrows in life: the awareness of evil, the loss of loved ones, and the 
inability to bear fruit (to produce, to accomplish). 

 The owner of this vineyard is understandably disappointed. Grapes 
could be growing where this fruitless fig tree stands. Or another tree 
could be planted that would bear fruit. In any case, the owner is about 
to give orders for a replacement. But the gardener intercedes. “Let me 
give it some extra loving care and attention,” he says. “Give me one more 
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year. Let me cultivate the soil and give it special plant food. If it doesn’t 
respond after that, then you can give the word and we’ll take it out of 
here.” 

 To what do we identify in this parable? God is the vineyard owner. 
Jesus is the gardener. If we are not God or Jesus, that leaves the fig tree. 
The fig tree is Israel, or the church, or you – or all three. The fig tree is 
a precious and well-loved symbol. It is no insult to be represented by a 
fig tree. It is, in fact, a high compliment. But this fig tree has a problem: 
It bears no fruit (using agricultural language, as Jesus does). It is some-
how alienated from its true nature and purpose (sin, if you use church 
language). It has flaws (character defects, if you use recovery or Twelve-
Step language). It is in trouble, externally and internally (no matter what 
your language). 

 Right here, in the middle of the Twelve Steps – fresh from Easter 
and full of grace and promise – I thought it might be good for us to stop 
and do a little theologizing. There are some strong parallels between 
the Christian Pilgrimage and the Twelve-Step Program. Different people 
would explain and describe both in different ways, but I can tell you 
what I notice on my own path, and see if that resonates with anything 
you are experiencing on your journey. 

 We live in a time, and in a land, that does not like the concept of sin. 
Many people would like to find a religion, or start one, that is based on 
creation as good and without any “Fall” – that is, without any separation 
from or animosity toward God. They would like a spirituality that is 
fueled by joy and built on the positive characteristics of human life and 
all life. They would like all motivation to spring from innate goodness, 
moving from there toward perfection. In short, they want to represent 
themselves and see others as untainted with sin. Either that, or they 
think the solution to sin is to ignore it, focus on the positive, and simply 
outgrow whatever negative or evil tendencies (mere circumstance or 
coincidence) still cling to them. 

 It is interesting (for want of a better word) to see alcoholism as a 
parable, or parallel, of the classic understanding of sin and salvation. 
The alcoholic – and I better get real and say “or at least this alcoholic” – 

in earlier drinking days often thinks he is living the grand and good life. 
He feels joyful, adventurous, alive, and free. 

 From a human perspective, or at least from mine, I worked hard, 
played hard, drank hard, had lots of friends, got invited everywhere. 
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I was justification – and not by faith – for what other people wanted to do. 
Of course, not everybody approved, but there was a simple explanation 
for that: they were hypocrites. That’s still the word I hear constantly at 
AA tables to describe those who go to church. More and more, a drinker 
learns to mistrust non-drinkers, whom they see as hypocrites – judgmental, 
boring, rigid people. And alcoholics within the church “love” concepts of 
grace, unconditional love, endless forgiveness – anything that supports 
their pattern of continued drinking. (Whenever someone “loves” the con-
cept of unconditional love, it’s time to wonder what life-pattern they are 
trying to protect.) 

 The key, at this phase, is that the alcoholic thinks he has a wonder-
ful life and thinks he lives it very well, does a lot of good, loves people 
greatly. It does not occur to him – yet – that everything is centered around 
drinking, and serving the desire to keep drinking. It does not occur – yet – 

that there is also damage going on in other areas of life that cannot be 
attributed to self-righteous hypocrites. It does not occur – yet – that 
alcohol is in charge, that the person lives to drink, and that he is be-
coming a slave to drink. He thinks alcohol is a friend: that it frees and 
empowers and energizes; that it is the spice and uninhibitor which make 
life really fun and worth living. We summarize this entire perception 
problem today with the word “denial.” 

 The alcoholic does not believe he has a drinking problem. He has 
more and more problems, but they are all external. More and more people 
become hypocrites; more and more politicians become corrupt; more 
spouses become impossible; more bosses become unreasonable and 
unappreciative; more children become aloof and disrespectful – the longer 
a person drinks. 

 My point, of course, is that sin works in the exact same manner. 
The sinner thinks he has a wonderful life. He does what he wants when 
he wants to. He has to make a living, of course – work and pay bills and 
deal with various structures of society. But inside this frame, the sinner 
is a free agent. He can buy anything he can afford, go to whatever places 
and events please him, associate with whomever he wishes, turn away 
from whomever he wishes. He is a free agent – in charge of his own life. 
To be sure, if the sinner breaks too many laws or hurts people in certain 
proscribed ways and gets caught, then society will step in and he will 
no longer be as free an agent. But even so, the sinner is in charge of his 
own life, whatever the outer circumstances. That is, he is alienated from 
God: unaware of any relationship with a Creator; unconvinced about 
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any communication between humans and God; unimpressed with the 
possibility of responsibilities, obligations, duties, assignments, or correc-
tions from any God to whom ultimate allegiance is owed. At the same time, 
he is equally unaware of any affection, concern, caring, or love that may 
be coming from this same God. 

 The word is still “denial.” The sinner thinks he lives the good life 
and thinks of himself as happy and positive. The idea of giving up his sin – 

his independence (alienation from God = independence) – is abhorrent 
to him, like giving up drinking is abhorrent to the alcoholic. He sees no 
damage in his disconnectedness. He also blames troubles on externals – 

outer places, people, and things. Most of all, he cannot see that his 
optimism is based on things transient and passing away, or that the 
kinds of love and relatedness he seeks are shallow and temporary. 
Like the alcoholic, he consigns all such considerations to a future he 
insists is distant and irrelevant. Like the alcoholic, in words and/or 
deeds he says: “I am happy. I don’t need a savior. Everybody should be 
tolerant of all people and all opinions and all lifestyles. I don’t need to be 
changed or converted. I don’t need to admit defeat or surrender or turn 
my will and my life over to any god. I don’t need to get sober. I am fine 
the way I am. In fact, I’m a terrific person, and only self-righteous 
hypocrites fail to realize this.” 

 As an aside, you realize that what most people in our society call 
“sinners” is not what we are talking about. Our society thinks a sinner 
is a lawbreaker because the law is our society’s only standard of 
measurement. In Christian language, a sinner is one who does not have 
a personal relationship with Jesus Christ. That is, he still runs his own 
life, makes his own decisions, feels primarily responsible to self, and feels 
free to please the self, even if that includes (as it often does) doing very 
nice things for other people. 

 In terms of alcohol: When a person reaches third-stage alcoholism, 
life stops working as well as it once did. Blackouts increase; the ability 
to hold liquor becomes erratic; relationships get strained to the breaking 
point; paranoia and isolation keep increasing; the growing damage be-
comes more and more clear to friends and relatives. In short, the person 
has many opportunities to break through the denial and seek recovery, 
because life is not working and things are getting worse. 

 In third-stage sin, life also stops working as well as it once did. 
Do more people turn toward religion in their twenties, or in their fifties? 
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Life based on false principles gets harder as it goes. I wonder if it was 
designed that way on purpose, like a gentle hint. Character flaws don’t 
go away with age; they get worse – unless something changes us. 

 In third-stage sin, depression increases; the ability to laugh off fears 
of death or meaninglessness decreases; things that once seemed like 
endless excitement and hope are no longer able to inspire; loneliness, 
even in the midst of familiar relationships, keeps increasing. People begin 
to wonder why the world looks so bleak, why their energy seems to leak 
away, why their creativity and enthusiasm are not what they used to be. 
Threads of criticism and negativity in their outlook and conversations, 
even though they try to control them, keep increasing. In short, the 
person has a growing opportunity to break through the denial and seek 
the God who made them, who knows them, who loves them. 

 There is no recovery without the admission of powerlessness. Until 
a person knows that alcohol is an enemy, there is no chance for sobriety. 
Extremely obvious, isn’t it? Well, there is no conversion without the ad-
mission of powerlessness. Until a person knows that their independence 
from God (sin = alienation) is the enemy, there is no chance for peace or, 
in the formal language, for salvation or reconciliation. We turn to Jesus 
for reconciliation with God. 

 And now we come to it, I think. The alcoholic eventually comes to 
the place where a decision must be made. Either he goes on drinking 
unto death, or he seeks recovery. But recovery does not end with the 
admission of need or the desire to get sober. Awakening opens the 
possibility, but it still requires walking a WAY: taking steps. In other 
words, an alcoholic who wants to recover must make severe, wide-ranging 
changes in his way of life. There is no alternative within the borders of 
recovery. If I say to the alcoholic, “Hey, believe anything you want, think 
anything you want, do anything you want, but just keep claiming a 
desire – keep wanting to be sober,” how far do you think he would get? 
Well, he might do just fine, if he truly wanted to get sober, because he 
would know I was an idiot and wouldn’t pay any attention to me. He 
would trot himself off to a place where people really meant business, 
where they worked a program, where they really stopped drinking. 

 But the liberal church keeps talking just this way: “Hey, believe 
anything you want, think anything you want, do anything you want, but 
just keep claiming you believe in God’s love no matter how you live or 
think or behave.” You don’t have to make any changes. You don’t have 
to take any steps. You don’t have to live for God in any way that seems 
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inconvenient or demanding. Our denomination is in the Christian camp 
called “liberal.” For many reasons, we are happy about that and consider 
it the best choice available. Nevertheless, we need to be aware of our 
flaws. The liberal church has a tendency to downplay sin and play up 
“unconditional love.” We speak as if the Cross, conversion, and total 
allegiance to Jesus as Savior and Lord are somehow optional – that 
they’re okay, if you like that sort of thing, but there are dozens and 
dozens of ways and who are we to say one is better than another? 
There are dozens of ways, and we can have great regard and respect for 
those who represent them. But that is no mandate for you to be ashamed 
or mealy-mouthed or vague when it comes to an appropriate time for you 
to represent the way you believe – the WAY you walk and live. 

 Every species – every form of life – has to have a certain environment 
to thrive, or even just to survive. One of the things we learn from watch-
ing life on planet earth, whether in the model of alcoholism or the model 
of sin, is that humans do not thrive in an atmosphere of unconditional 
love. We would all very much like to think that we would: give us every-
thing we want, never scold or condemn us, and we will all turn out 
beautiful, loving, and wise – because we are so inherently good to start 
with. But the facts do not support this proposition. When we have every-
thing our own way and get everything we want – and nobody ever corrects 
or punishes us – we do not get beautiful. We get spoiled, arrogant, self-
indulgent, domineering, and ever-more demanding. Strangely, our 
stamina diminishes, our health suffers, our compassion shrinks, and 
our courage disappears. 

 I came across this little saying, though do not know the source: 
“The cultivation of humility: When we think that we can do anything we 
want, we become arrogant. This arrogance causes sickness: spiritually, 
mentally, emotionally, and physically.” We are designed to serve a God 
and a purpose higher than ourselves. When this higher loyalty and 
allegiance calls us into discipline, focus, service, and sacrifice, then we 
begin to thrive, and to find an inner peace and a true joy. Until then, all 
our efforts to run our own ship merely lead us into more self-indulgence, 
depression, irritability, and confusion. 

 So eventually we become entirely ready to have God remove all 
these defects of character – that is, all our separateness from our Savior: 
all our alienation and rebelliousness and sin. This step does not end 
those things, but it does put us on a WAY, a Path – a pilgrimage that 
changes who we are, what we are about, why we are here, and how we 
go about it. 
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