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Ex 3: 1-8, 13-15 
Ps 103: 1-2, 3-4, 6-7, 8, 11 
1 Cor 10: 1-6, 10-12 
Lk 13: 1-9

 
 

As many of you know, for the first ten years of my priesthood I 

celebrated Masses at St. Mary’s Parish in Plano, Illinois in addition to 

whatever parish I served in the diocese. From St. Paul’s Church in Joliet, 

my travel to Plano was a fifty-minute drive each way; from Our Lady of 

Mercy Church in Aurora, the travel took me a half an hour. The city of 

Plano has a warm place in my heart because I was raised in that part of 

the country, in the neighboring town of Sandwich. At the time I lived in 

Sandwich, the city boasted a population of five thousand four hundred 

people with one stoplight, a McDonald’s restaurant and that’s about it.  

I started thinking about the original reasons why I used to celebrate 

Masses in Plano in the first place. I was thinking about my upbringing 

in my hometown of Sandwich. During my first ten years of the 

priesthood I would revisit my hometown at least once a month for 

sentimental reasons. Each month I would visit the sights I used to 
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frequent during my younger days. Each month I would take time to 

visit my mother at the cemetery on the outskirts of town on Castle 

Street, a tradition that I have kept since 1988. I started thinking about 

my low points in ministry and the low points that my father 

experienced and, in the 1990s, how one of the priests from St. Mary’s 

(Fr. Boniface Vaisnoris) helped my father and me through some difficult 

times in our respective lives. I have found that for my spirituality and 

well-being, Plano had become a second home for me and I enjoy 

spending as much time there as possible. 

As part of my monthly trips, I also make it a point to stop at the place 

where I used to live, on the corner of Gletty and County Line Road in 

Sandwich, about one-mile south of the “famed” Sandwich Airport. The 

house does not rest on this three-acre property anymore. The land on 

which I lived has been turned into a community bank, not exactly the 

sentimental way I expected to remember my youth. However, I have 

noticed that many of the trees that my father planted in the 1970s still 

surround the property of the bank, something which I fondly remember. 
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I seem to recall that one of my dad’s trees is now the centerpiece of a 

Narthex of one of the Lutheran Churches in Sandwich, proving that the 

Jankowski tradition is a very ecumenical one. 

I remember that during our time in Sandwich, my father used to love 

growing trees. On a three-acre parcel of land, my father had at one point 

over 200 living trees on the property and a nursery area where he grew 

even more from seedlings. We had hard wood and soft wood trees, 

apple trees and plum trees, bushes of berries and grape vines, and 

plants and about which I have never heard before. 

I especially remember two fig trees my father used to have on our 

property in Sandwich. Now I am not very strong in my knowledge of 

horticulture, but my father taught me two things about fig trees during 

my youth – they are very vulnerable creatures and they have no 

business growing in Illinois. You see, the problem with fig trees is that 

they crave direct heat and die in the cold. Any winter in Illinois is a 

deadly one for this kind of plant and yet my father was determined to 

make fig trees grow up north. 
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My father taught me a special lesson in the planting of the fig tree. 

During the summer, my father would plant the trees outside, provide 

them with plenty of water and good soil and somehow, some way, the 

trees would produce fruit. Mind you, I HATE FIGS, but for the sake of 

conquest, I would always eat the fruit from the trees to prove a point 

that we could make the impossible possible. Whenever the weather 

started to change, though, my father became somewhat ingenious in his 

horticulture techniques. At the end of the harvest season, my father used 

to cut the roots from one side of the tree, bend the tree into the ground 

and then cover the tree with soil, plastic, and more soil to keep warm. 

When the trees grew to be too big, my father would pull the trees out of 

the ground, roots and all, and pot them in our basement so that they 

would stay warm in the winter. When the following spring arrived, the 

trees would be repotted outside and the whole cycle would begin again. 

As I reflected on our scripture readings today, I realized that our faith 

lives are very much like that of a fig tree. As much as fig trees are 

vulnerable and weak and require a great deal of attention, I reflected 



 

Rev. Peter G. Jankowski Page 5 
3rd Sunday of Lent – C March 19-20, 2022 

that so do we as Christians on the journey of faith. In my reflection, I 

began to realize that we need to be cared for with the same compassion 

and tenderness as the creatures of the world that need our attention. We 

are the fig trees of the world, the lost sheep, and the prodigal children 

who are in need of a father to take care of us all. 

What I recognized in the scriptures this weekend is that the three 

synonymous gospels (Matthew, Mark, and Luke) treat the subject of the 

fig tree in very different ways, especially in the realm of forgiveness and 

condemnation. I came to learn that Mathew’s gospel (Mt 21: 18-22) 

offers the most unforgiving portrayal of Jesus and the fig tree – Jesus 

curses the tree and it immediately dies. In the gospel of Mark (Mk 11: 

13-14, 20-21), Jesus allows the tree to die a slow, painful death – he 

curses the tree on the first day and it slowly dies on the second. 

Today’s gospel from Luke takes a much different approach from the 

other two gospel renderings of the fig tree story. Whereas Matthew and 

Mark tell the story in the form of prose, Luke presents the story of the 

fig tree in the form of a parable. Whereas Matthew and Mark look at 
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God’s judgment in the form of condemnation, Luke’s gospel takes a 

more benevolent and pastoral approach in comparing the life of the fig 

tree to the faith life of the believer and offers the believer a gift that 

Matthew and Mark do not…  a second chance. 

Realizing that the lack of our faith represents the fig tree’s season of 

winter, Jesus offers a word of encouragement, offering us the ability to 

make restitution for our sinful ways prior to the Day of Judgment. The 

message that the farmer pleads for the sake of this plant is the same 

message he offers for our faith: “Sir, leave it for this year also, and I shall 

cultivate the ground around it and fertilize it; it may bear fruit in the 

future. If not, you can cut it down.” And every time we come to the 

Lord in reconciliation and ask forgiveness of our sins, the fig tree 

becomes rejuvenated and life spring forth from the tree again. 

In essence, Jesus offers us a second chance today as we enter the 

middle of this Lenten Season. Have we spent any time this Lent 

cultivating our faith life? Have we taken time to make restitution for our 

sins? Have we changed our life so that our life reflects the will of God? 
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And as we so often recite the words of the Lord’s Prayer, so the story of 

the fig tree gives us three options in response to what we pray: thy will 

be done on earth as it is in heaven and forgive us our trespasses as we forgive 

those who trespass against us. 

Are we justified to condemn the sinner instantly as Jesus does in the 

gospel of Matthew? Do we subject the sinner to the slow burn as Jesus 

does in the gospel of Mark? Is there a possibility that we can offer the 

sinner a second chance as our Lord offers in the gospel of Luke? Most 

likely there are conditions when all three choices may be proper in the 

proper time and place. We also know that God has every right to judge 

because God does not sin. All of us humans, though, tend to be “stone 

throwers” and all of us humans need to take a good look into ourselves 

to determine whether we are justified into tossing that rock. 

None of us may possess the planting skills of a farmer, but do we 

control the destiny of our faith life. We are taught that as we forgive and 

love so the Lord does for us. May we choose wisely in the manner that 

we plant and care well for this life that we call the human soul. May we 
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allow our Lord to carry us through this Season of Lent so that we 

endure the winter of sin and look forward to the Easter Light of Spring. 

May we support each other, care for each other, and serve each other as 

we pass through these cold days together. This is our prayer. 
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