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When the fruit fails: on creation care and spiritual fruitfulness.  

Last week Chris and I planted a tree. Here it is in all its glory. It felt like a big thing to do – 
symbolically as much as anything else. As soon as we bought it we began to wonder if it would fit in 
the boot of our car; then we had to move it into the garden without squashing it; research how to 
plant it; choose a good place in our somewhat small garden, and do the deed. 

Since then we’ve been checking it every morning to make sure it hasn’t fallen down and isn’t dying 
in the drought. It’s a lot of responsibility. We feel quite paternal towards our tree and we have 
called it Dave. 

‘The earth is the Lord’s and all that is in it” says our psalm this morning, on this penultimate Sunday 
of Creation season. The King James Version of the bible has this first verse of Psalm 24 as ‘The earth 
is the Lord’s and the fullness thereof’. I like that. It’s a fundamental theological truth on which all 
our efforts to become better stewards of the earth’s resources hang. Everything that earth 
produces has its origin in the Creator.  

Verse 2 continues in the same theme: ‘he (God) has founded it upon the seas and established it 
upon the rivers’; a somewhat poetic description but one which reminds us that water is one of the 
building blocks of life on this planet. This last summer perhaps taught us to value water and to face 
the potential problems of lacking rain for extended periods of time. 

After that opening, Psalm 24 takes a different direction. The writer asks: ‘Who shall ascend the hill 
of the Lord, and who shall stand in his holy place?’ Immediately we have another level of 
understanding introduced here in the psalm where before we were enjoying the beauty and 
wonder of creation. It’s as if contemplating the beauty of creation has moved the psalmist to reflect 
on his own spiritual state. 

It reminds us of Peter and the miraculous catch of fish. As soon as Jesus’ advice to let down the nets 
for a catch has led to something completely out of the ordinary, Peter says: ‘Go away from me, 
Lord, for I am a sinful man’. In the face of the Lord’s mastery over creation he senses his own sin. 
This is perhaps the gift of Christianity to creation care, which of course is practised by many people 
from a non-faith background. But Christians know that the human heart is often a barrier to right 
action. 

Even the scientists understand this: Here’s a quotation from Americal environmental lawyer and 
activist, Gus Speth: ‘I used to think that the top environmental problems facing our world were 
global warming, environmental degradation and eco system collapse, and that we scientists could 
fix those with enough science. But I was wrong. The real problem is not those three items, but 
greed, selfishness and apathy and for that we need a spiritual and cultural transformation, and we 
scientists don’t know how to do that.’  

And so the Psalmist asks: ‘Who shall ascend the hill of the Lord, and who shall stand in his holy 
place?’ Answer: Those who have clean hands and pure hearts, who do not lift up their souls to what 
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is false…’ St Teresa of Avila’s prayer, referenced by Richard a couple of weeks ago says: ‘God has no 
hands but yours’. Clean hands and a pure heart capture beautifully the action-contemplation 
balance that is so potent. Hands AND heart. It is a good aim for our church: to balance prayer and 
inward renewal in the Holy Spirit with our activist involvement is really important, otherwise we 
burn out or think we can bring about change by our own efforts. 

Often the different streams of Christianity we see operating around us embody one very strongly 
whilst neglecting the other. All piety and no action is tempting, and there are streams of Christianity 
that major on worshipful intensity on Sunday – and I’m sure people go home feeling uplifted. But 
what difference is that making in the world? But action without prayer is a temptation within the 
social justice movement. So we need a balance. 

When I was looking for the right job as a young person out of university, and applying to various 
teaching posts, someone said to me: ‘pray as though it all depends on God, and act as though it all 
depends on you’. Act well; pray well. 

The psalmist promises that those who have clean hands and a pure heart will receive blessing from 
the Lord, and they’ll be vindicated. As we pray week by week for an end to conflict, for intractable 
social and environmental ills, do we have that sense that we will be vindicated by a just God? It’s 
hard to imagine sometimes when we feel the overwhelming nature of the problems facing the 
planet – but the psalmist encourages us to keep seeking the face of the God of Jacob. 

‘Lift up your heads!’ We might have our heads too buried in prayer to look around at what God is 
already doing…  

‘Lift up your heads, O gates!  
and be lifted up O ancient doors,  
that the King of glory may come in! 
Who is this king of glory? 
The Lord of hosts, 
He is the King of glory.’ 
 
As we move into the second half of this sermon to consider our gospel passage, a note about how 
we choose readings for Sundays. We follow something called the Revised Common Lectionary and 
this normally takes us through all the gospel stories over a three year period, and other readings 
are set by the Lectionary to complement them.  
 
When we come to new seasons, like Creation Season, it’s not so simple. We 
can extrapolate creation care from the general gist of Genesis, with Adam 
and Eve’s mandate to care for the earth, but it’s harder to shoehorn gospel 
stories into the theme of Creation Care. This is a whole subject for wider 
discussion, but suffice it to say that today the gospel comes from Matthew 
21 where Jesus is making his way inexorably towards Jerusalem. I’ve taken 
some verses slightly before the set verses because of the impact of this visual 
image.  
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Matthew shows the increasing friction between Jesus and the religious leaders. Firstly he depicts 
Jesus entering Jerusalem on a donkey and entering the Temple to decry their buying and selling 
where there should be a house of prayer. Then Jesus spends the night somewhere and on the 
Monday of Holy Week he passes a fig tree on his way. This is the short passage I picked out of 
Matthew 21 to speak to today. It’s followed by more conflict with the religious leaders and the 
parable of the two sons – one of whom said he’d do something important but didn’t. 
 
So Jesus, standing at the fig tree and finding no figs, curses the tree and it immediately withers and 
dies. It’s a shocking image, a reminder that Jesus doesn’t always conform, even to our Christian 
images. The following day the disciples are astonished and ask Jesus about it. This short passage 
never actually appears in any Sunday readings, only on Monday of Holy Week, when most of us are 
not in church (although you may have come across it during Morning Prayer for that day). 
 
I can see why a preacher might be glad not to have to preach on the cursing of the fig tree in a 
normal Sunday, and maybe I’m a bit crazy to try – but it did strike me that this little story is about a 
failure of fruitfulness, and it certainly contrasts with the image of earthly abundance in Psalm 24.  
 
So here we go – very briefly! As mentioned, Matthew 21 is a whole chapter on the theme of failure 
of fruitfulness. The failure of harvests is a real threat for many – and even for us after a summer of 
drought. It’s a sobering thought. At harvest we give thanks for the fruit of the earth – ‘fruit of the 
vine and work of human hands’ we say in the Communion liturgy. But how do we respond when 
the harvests fail, due to human-exacerbated climate change? 
 
Here in Matthew 21 Jesus is railing against a failure of the spiritual harvest. The religious leaders of 
his day almost wholesale rejected him as Messiah and their death threats sit heavily upon him. In 
their rejection they also make it harder for others to find the Messiah – something else that sits 
very ill with Jesus.  
 
As he draws near to the fig tree on his journey towards Jerusalem he is hungry. The fig tree has new 
leaves and apparently that would normally mean fruit as well – the two would coincide. So the tree 
looks like it might be fruitful – it has all the outward signs of promise. But alas, the tree is fruitless.  
 
It’s not just that he could’ve waited a bit longer for the figs, and then enjoyed a snack. There were 
no figs. Just as the Temple looked religious with all its trappings of religiosity, but in essence it was 
missing the whole salvation plan of God. It’s the semblance of fruit masking something dry and 
useless that prompts Jesus to enact judgment. 
 
In an act of prophetic witness, he curses the tree - and by implication declares judgment on Israel 
also. It may seem harsh; even petty and vindictive. But it is a visual enactment of something 
happening in the spiritual realm. A lack of fruit is pretty much a gardener’s worst nightmare. You do 
the effort, like Chris and I with our little tree. If, after all the care – the water, the soil, the time, the 
wait, what if our tree fails, and we see no blossom? What if, which is much harsher, we were relying 
on actual fruit to eat to stave off hunger? A fruitless plant is a failure of the plant’s entire raison 
d’être. 
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How about fruitfulness in the local church? I’m going to leave that with you for further reflection. 
What does a fruitful life look like spiritually? What does a fruitful church look like? A fruitful church 
is balancing prayer and action. It’s a church with clean hands and a pure heart – hands that do good 
and hearts that seek the living Lord. It’s a church that produces fruit in due season, fruit that leads 
to new life for all who come seeking it. (A church that already has £5000 in the YM fund!) 
 
May God lead us further into this and all other sorts of fruitfulness as we seek his face. Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
https://www.linkedin.com/posts/yberno_this-one-quote-sums-up-the-root-problem-of-activity-
7295388693475844096-vcCm accessed 26.09.26. 
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