Homily, 3rd Sunday in Lent Cycle C
March 23, 2025, Gloria R. Carpeneto

Exodus 3:1-8,13-15; 1 Corinthians 10:1-6, 10-12; Luke 13:1-9; Psalm 103, Our God is kind and merciful.

This afternoon I want to talk a bit about Lent, and I promise it won’t be too boring.  In the early days of the Church, as more and more people wanted to become Christian, the Church developed a process of preparation for baptism. This was an arduous process that could go on for years. But it always culminated in a 40-day period of intense study, prayer, fasting, examinations, and charitable works before an individual’s Baptism was finally celebrated on Easter. Over time, this last 40-day-push toward baptism became what we now know as Lent. And by the way, the word LENT comes from an older word meaning TO LENGTHEN, referring to the lengthening of daylight, the start of spring, and therefore new beginnings.

Somewhere around 1099, Pope Urban added Ash Wednesday as the official beginning of the season of Lent. And unfortunately, that’s about the time that Lent shifted from being a season of hope for new beginnings to being a season of remorse for past sins. That joyful of anticipation of baptism was replaced by a focus on fasting, on giving things up as a way to somehow weed out our sinful tendencies toward enjoying all those nasty things like chocolate or movies or dancing or meat on Fridays. 


Thank God we’ve let go of most of that medieval thinking. These days, when we distribute ashes on Ash Wednesday, we begin Lent with softer, more encouraging words. Nowadays, we say Turn away from sin and be faithful to the Gospel. We echo words that Jesus himself said in Mark’s Gospel, Repent and believe the good news. Repent, from the Greek word metanoia meaning “able to be changed.” Allow your heart to be softened during Lent so that you might take in the good news of God’s love.  

There are so many ways our hearts can be softened, and we pray to the Holy Spirit to know some of them during Lent. We can serve food at a shelter. We can visit hospice patients in their homes. We can crochet Linus blankets or prayer shawls. We can make donations to organizations that do good in the world. We can help an 
immigrant family to go shopping. We can rock babies in a hospital NICU. We can send Reiki for all those suffering from the war in Ukraine. The possibilities for metanoia manifested in the world are endless, especially if these stretch us a bit beyond our comfort zones. But these are all manifestations of works in the world. And I think our readings this afternoon are about something deeper.  I think this afternoon we’re called  to a metanoia in the very way we think about God, softening our hearts so that we can see God differently, transforming the way we know God.
 
In the Book of Exodus, Moses could accept that there was a bush that burned without being consumed. And he believed that God was speaking to him from that bush. Moses was even willing to go and talk to his people as God commanded. But Moses still wanted the certainty of being able to name exactly who sent him. He wanted to be able to say clearly The God of our ancestors, the God whom we all know, sent me. But God had other plans. God invited Moses to transformation in how he saw God – more mysterious, less concrete.  God said Not only am I the God you have come to know through what I did for your ancestors. I am more than that. I am not only a God of doing. Tell the people I AM AS I AM. I am the Ground of All Being God always desires to be known outside the box of how people have known God before. Remember God’s own words in this scripture passage -- I AM AS I AM. This is the name you are to remember for all generations.
This Lenten theme of coming to know God differently continues in Luke’s Gospel. The historian Josephus tells us that during Jesus’ lifetime, Pilate had stolen some of the Temple treasury to build a Roman aqueduct. When some Jews revolted against this theft, Pilate not only had them murdered, but he saw to it that their blood was mixed with the blood being used in sacrifices to the Roman gods. In the mind of the people speaking to Jesus in today’s Gospel, surely these Jews had sinned in some way to cause God to punish them in such a brutal and humiliating way.  Likewise, those on whom a stone tower had fallen – again, the quid pro quo of personal sin punished by a God who demanded justice. But Jesus would have none of it. Jesus’s  heart was softened to know and love a God who was too large for that box. Jesus separated misfortune from moral culpability, and with it, let God out of that particular box. 

And just to make sure his point was heard, Jesus told a story. Vine dressers know that there’s an incredible variety of fig trees, and that these can be among the most difficult trees to grow. Fig trees require special pollination by the female fig wasp. They need a lot of fertilizer and a lot of aeration. And on top of that, not all figs produce fruit every year in the same quantity or at the same rate. My guess is that the vine dresser in Jesus’ parable understood the uniqueness of each fig tree he tended. He knew exactly when this particular fig tree would blossom and bear fruit. He just had to stop the owner from imposing his narrow perception of productivity on that fig tree. And isn’t that owner a lot like us?  We like to be sure of things, measure things, predict things, understand things, have things under our control, maybe even including God. But Jesus says that the vine dresser isn’t in that box, and neither is God. God is Infinite Being, the Vine Dresser who is Infinite Love. And our calling --- with our all-too-human tendency toward black & white, right & wrong, good & bad -- is to continually evolve into knowing that God’s ways are not our ways … and that God simply is.

I think it’s interesting to note that at least two 20th century mystics came into their deeper knowing of God during wartime. Whether it was Teilhard de Chardin celebrating  Mass in the trenches of World War I, or Pedro Arrupe setting up a makeshift field hospital outside Hiroshima the day of the bombing, both men came to know God differently in times when war had stripped them of their platitudes and their Jesuit certainties. So maybe Lent could be such a time for us this year, a period of transformation when we let go of our old ideas about God and come to know God differently. 
In one of her meditations for Lent, Joan Chittister suggests that we imagine we are walking in a cloud of incense every day … that we try to remember that God simply is, that God is as ephemeral as that cloud we walk in. Everywhere. Every moment. In everything. No need to explain or quantify or even understand. Just walk in incense, and know that Infinite Love -- that can never, ever be contained -- will be transforming us every moment. And maybe if we can walk every day as though in clouds of incense, our hearts will soften, and we will know God. AMEN. 
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