
Story and Meditation: Try Again 
March 20, 2022 
 
1 Corinthians 10:1-13 
Luke 13:1-9 
 
by Eric Anderson 
 
By some chance, a guava tree found itself growing next to an ohi’a tree. The young guava was 
brash and rather prideful, it must be said. Even with the branches of the ohi’a well above its 
own leafy crown, the guava was certain that it was the more important tree. 
 
“Look at my flowers,” it said when they were in bloom. “White petals and gold tendrils. What 
could be better than that?” 
 
“Look at my fruit,” it said when the greenish yellow orbs began to form. “How could you 
improve on that?” 
 
“Look at the seeds,” it sighed when birds opened the ripened fruit and scattered the seeds 
about. “What a treasure! They’ll be a whole new generation.” 
 
The ohi’a said nothing. It simply spread its own red and gold flowers when it was blossoming 
time, and it grew its little seed pods, and it let its tiny seeds float away on the breeze. 
 
The guava got lots of visitors – at certain times. When it bloomed, some of the nectar-eating 
birds like the ‘akepa or the i’iwi would come to sip its flowers. When its fruit was ripe, ‘oma’o 
and ‘amakihi would arrive. Birds would swarm about, in fact, until the fruit was gone and the 
seeds scattered. 
 
But the ohi’a, noticed the guava, seemed to have birds in it all the time. The various 
honeycreepers came to feed when it was in blossom – and it seemed to blossom a lot, up to 
three times a year. Even when the flowers had faded, birds still took their rest in the thick 
greenery of its branches. At nesting time, ‘apapane would construct their nests high in its 
foliage. 
 
The guava, for all its pride, felt a little jealous. 
 
“What do they see in you?” it demanded one day. “After all, I’m the better tree.” 
 
The ohi’a considered this. “I don’t know anything about better or worse,” said the tree. “I do 
know something about what we need to live. You and I need sunlight and rain and good soil. 
These birds need nectar and fruit, safe places to rest, and strong places to build their nests.” 



 
“Sometimes, my friend guava, you have these things in abundance. Sometimes I do. Between 
us, the birds live pretty well. So grow on, guava. Grow on. We’ll take care of them together.” 
 
If you’ll forgive me – and, well, even if you won’t, now that I think of it – I’m going to begin with 
a little of my own poetry: 
 
“Boy, you’re cranky again today, aren’t you, Jesus? 
Somebody asks a simple question, “Did you hear 
about those Galileans slain by Pilate?” and 
the Jesus train goes off the rails. Did anyone say anything 
about the reason that they died? I mean, did anyone 
say anything to place the blame?” 
 
Luke didn’t quote them exactly, those people present who “told him about the Galileans whose 
blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.” We don’t know anything about this outburst of 
violence from elsewhere in the gospels – in fact, only Luke tells this story at all – and we don’t 
hear about it from other ancient sources. So we don’t really know what these people said to get 
Jesus so bothered.  
 
“Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than 
all other Galileans? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.” 
 
Well. Really, Jesus? OK, maybe you don’t want us pointing fingers at other people, but why 
point a finger at us? We didn’t get into trouble like that. We didn’t do anything to call Roman 
attention to ourselves. Because they must have, right? 
 
Right? 
 
Then Jesus brought up the tower of Siloam. We, of course, do not place blame for misfortune. 
We know better. Bad things happen to good people sometimes. Except… Well. 
 
There’s health. 
 
We have a tendency to ask people things like, “Did you follow the doctor’s instructions?” when 
they have bad health outcomes. Did you lose weight? (That’s a biggie.) Did you eat the right 
foods? Did you stay out of the sun? Did you take your medicine? I’m not going to tell you that 
those things aren’t relevant to health – they generally are – but they do not guarantee health, 
do they? People with great diets and exercise habits have strokes and heart attacks. People get 
cancer and there’s no discernable reason for it. People have surgery and diligently do the home 
care, and the wound gets infected. You’ve seen it. It’s happened to you. And… the chances are 
pretty good that somebody asked what you did or didn’t do that made it happen. 
 



Alex Goldstein is a communications entrepreneur. In March 2020 he started a Twitter account 
called FacesOfCOVID – each day he’d post a photo and perhaps a link to an obituary of 
someone who had died of COVID-19. He certainly hasn’t posted every single face, not with 
969,000 losses in the United States alone, but he has brought humanity to the numbers. Face 
after smiling face, notes about how much their families loved them, one by one by one. 
 
Some have demanded something else. They want to know who died vaccinated, and who died 
unvaccinated. Mr. Goldstein wrote last October, “The amount of cruel comments that folks hurl 
into the replies of @FacesOfCOVID posts on the mere *speculation* (oftentimes with little or 
no proof) that the person may not have been vaccinated is revolting. If you can’t show any 
empathy and relish in tee-ing off when you know that their loved ones are reading the replies, 
you may need to do some self reflection. There are much better uses for your time and 
energy.” 
 
That’s startlingly like what Jesus said, isn’t it? 
 
As Jeremy L. Williams writes at Working Preacher, “Jesus’ message is clear: do not be like the 
fruitless tree. Rather than focus on the gravity of others’ transgressions, make sure you are 
producing good. Instead of assigning causality to others misfortune, ensure that you are not 
ignoring your own missing fruit. Jesus’ words suggest that tending to one’s own life and 
positively changing one’s own mind is the best strategy to prevent or even persevere through 
unexpected calamity.” 
 
So. What to do? 
 
Try again. 
 
I’m pretty judgmental about some things. In some cases, I think that might be OK. For instance, 
I’m basically against nations invading other nations. I’m against racism and sexism and 
heterosexism. I think these are behaviors that can be and should be consigned to the dustbin of 
history. 
 
I also know that I’m judgmental about things that are… less clear. I have a lot of trouble with 
wealth – you may have noticed that. I have a lot of trouble with the notion of success being 
equal to high morality. Which is true. But it is not true that successful people automatically 
have a poor moral code. 
 
So. Try again. 
 
I love this image of the fig tree and the fertilizer. Growth isn’t clean and easy, is it? It’s often 
messy and sometimes it just stinks. You want to bear fruit? Get your roots down into the soil, 
friend. It’s all very well to wave your leaves in the air, but if your roots are shallow, well. The 
weight of the fruit itself might drag you over. 
 



So try again. 
 
Try something different, but not just any different. Try something likely; something that you’ve 
either seen or experienced that worked before. The gardener didn’t try something random. He 
tried something tested. I assume he also tried something that was different to what he’d done 
with this tree before – that seems implied, doesn’t it? – but something that had worked with 
other trees before. So if you’re trying something that’s worked for others, but it turns out it 
doesn’t work for you? Let it go. If it stinks but it doesn’t help you grow? Let it go. 
 
Try again. 
 
And remember: you don’t do this alone. You’ve got friends who can help you. There are people 
in your life who will do you the grace of being honest with you. They’ll tell you when you’re 
growing and when you’re not. A friend was giving me some advice this week when she abruptly 
broke off and said, “I’m sorry. You don’t need me telling you that.” To which I replied, “You’re 
not telling me anything that I don’t need to be told.” 
 
Get those friends to help you dig that trench. 
 
And remember: you don’t do this alone. That gardener? It’s always dangerous to assign an 
identity to a character in Jesus’ stories, but traditionally, Christians have seen Jesus himself, or 
perhaps the Holy Spirit, in this “try again” gardener. The point is that God, that Jesus, that the 
Holy Spirit want us to grow. They want us to thrive. They want us to blossom. They want us to 
bear fruit. 
 
So they’ll be right there with us, doing the work, spreading the fertilizer, trying again as we try 
again – to grow. 
 
Amen. 
 
 


