Homily for Lent III, Cycle C
Changing Your Mind, Bearing Fruit


In today’s gospel, Jesus, speaking to his listeners concerning the tragic end of some Galileans murdered by the Romans, and some people on whom a tower fell,  says, “You will all come to the same end unless you change your ways!”
Hmnn! That’s pretty unsettling, and perhaps not what we have come to expect to hear from Jesus, whom we know as the source of our peace! Yet here we have it – a statement, an admonition, an exhortation straight from the lips of Jesus at the very center of our gospel reading for the third Sunday of Lent. Repent, change your way of being, or this could happen to you! 

As Jesus begin to unpack his message for the people he is teaching, he makes clear that he is not suggesting that these folks who were killed were being punished.  On the contrary, he is indicating that tragedies do occur, and that life can be uncertain. Instead, Jesus is trying to suggest that perhaps we need to look at our lives in another way – in terms of making the most of the opportunities we have to know God and what God has in mind for us. If we look at the gospels more closely, we find that Jesus often uses the word repent, and he calls his followers to change their way of thinking countless times throughout his ministry. What does this call to repent have to do with the ongoing message and meaning of Jesus of Nazareth? And, closer to home, what does this admonition have to do with us, with our lives and meaning as human beings?


Jesus had a way of dealing with such probing questions. He was quite aware that one picture is worth a thousand words.  So, as Luke’s gospel relates it, Jesus presents the word-picture of a vineyard, and uses the image of a fig tree in the vineyard to illustrate the call to repentance or change. 

To his hearers, this was an accurate and familiar image to be sure. Fig trees were and  still are often planted in vegetable gardens and vineyards in that part of the world, and they are treasured for their delicious fruit. So, as we can see,  there’ a big problem with this particular fig tree. It is utterly barren, producing nothing – absolutely no figs whatsoever. There are no tasty figs to be had. But on top of that and even worse, especially in the arid climate of the Middle East, this tree is absorbing large amounts of nutrients and nourishment, and thereby depriving the surrounding vines of vital nutrition.

So, what do you do in a situation like this if you are the owner, asks Jesus? You are sorely tempted to cut your losses, and chop it down! But no. Wait! Jesus offers another scenario. The vinedresser (perhaps Jesus) intercedes, saying that he will take the really radical step of dumping precious manure around this tree and will give it special TLC to see if it can change and bear fruit. Evidently, the vineyard owner (read God the Creator) must have given in, because, in Jesus’ story,  the tree is given a temporary reprieve. Wow! A merciful fig tree story! This is indeed a story of mercy, and not punishment. It is also a story of expectation – the expectation of a radical change and a turning about of things. The tree must change. It must produce fruit by this time next year – or else!


The fig tree story is used by Jesus to tell the story of God’s patience with God’s creation – of God’s generous call to repentance or change of heart and mind. Jesus wanted his listeners to turn to the God who loves and tenderly cares for his people. Jesus wanted them to change their minds and their lives to reflect the compassion and care that God has given to them. And, he wanted them to bear fruit - to grow and to become in God’s grace. Jesus is saying: “Turn around, turn to me. Claim my life, bask in  my love, relish and share my compassion, enter into and share my mercy. Change your ways of looking at the world. Change your focus – your mind, your heart, your soul, your life. Put the life of God, not the fear of the world, at your center. 

Jesus wants to convey that we are not being asked to live a life of regret for past errors in fear of punishment. That is not what repentance is about. To be sure, it is about realistic self-assessment, but it is even more about expectation, about the possibilities, about the future when we choose to live in the reality of God’s love and mercy. To repent (as in the case of the Prodigal Son) is to come to our senses. It is not so much something we do as something that happens when we allow the love of God to overcome our fears, and to be at the center of our life. Doing this allows me and you to reassess and readjust our priorities in life. It allows us to turn in some new directions and to enter our future with a deep sense of the hope, the love and the companionship that God offers to us in our lives. 

Jesus told the parable of the fig tree in order to convince his listeners to turn towards him, and to change their minds and their hearts. The desired result for the fig tree and for the listeners was the same: to bear fruit. Fruit is not about words, or feelings or about sentiments. Fruit is about actions. The fulfillment of the call to change is newness in action in our living, nurtured and grown out of faith. That holds true for us as individuals and as a community of faith. We are called as individuals and as a community to engage in God’s mission, to do the necessary actions of restoration, renewal and reconciliation in the world around us. The questions that will nurture us into bearing fruit are the ones Jesus is asking us to ponder. Are we/Is our community hopeful? Are we/is our community transforming people’s hearts and minds? Are we/is the Living Water community rooted in the future which God offers it and through it to others? Are we open and welcoming? Do we listen to one another and learn together?

This season of Lent is a time to take stock of our own hearts and the heart and life in God of our community. So, let us take advantage of it to open our minds, to perhaps re-examine some patterns, and to find new ways to bear fruit. The fig tree was given the opportunity to change – the opportunity for its renewal, to grow and to have new life. And, thanks be to God, so are we!
