
Lent 3 - Isaiah 55.1-9, Luke 13.1-9 

So, a potted history of Israel's fortunes just as a reminder to set the context of our OT 

reading today.  After the golden age of David and Solomon, Israel's fortunes declined very 

quickly under a series of poor kings.   Israel had been divided, and the north kingdom was 

invaded by the Assyrians in 722/21 BC; the Southern Kingdom eventually fell to the 

Babylonians in 587 BC, after Jerusalem had been destroyed.  In our reading from Isaiah, the 

prophet announces the good news that God is bringing the people of Israel home from their 

long exile in Babylon.  It is a delightful passage, and it must have been a tonic for the exiles 

after their bitter experience of loss.  

 

We know how the exiles felt, we have it recorded in Scripture, not least in Psalm 137 which 

offers us a glimpse of their grief over the destruction of Jerusalem and the Temple.  The 

Book of Lamentations talks about that grief - wrestling with the difficult questions that 

suffering always brings.  Why has God allowed this to happen?  What did we do wrong?  

Will God ever come and rescue us from this disaster?  There are no easy answers to these 

questions.  The mystery of human suffering continues - and the only conclusion Isaiah offers 

(a bit like the book of Job) is the word of the Lord: 'my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor 

are your ways my ways' (v.8)  All Isaiah knows is that the moment of deliverance has finally 

arrived, and he urges the Israelites to 'return to the Lord' (v.7) and make the most of the 

new life that God is offering them.   

 

But what does Jesus say about suffering?  Does he say that we suffer because we are doing 

something wrong?  

 

When we turn to our Gospel reading, Jesus responds to two recent incidents that had raised 

many of the familiar questions about human suffering.  Jesus says that none of those who 

had died in the incidents were greater sinners than anyone else.  Such disasters are not a 

punishment from God.  Some are caused by human evil - such as Pilate killing the Galileans, 

some by accident or neglect, such as the Siloam tower collapsing.  Others may happen 

completely at random.   But such disasters serve as a warning to us.  In v.5 it says, 'Unless 

you repent, you will all perish just as they did'.  It may sound threatening, but the truth is 

that we will all die at some point.  The important thing is that all of us should repent of the 



sinfulness that we all share.  And the parable which follows makes the point clear.   It is 

interesting that Luke leaves out Mark's story of Jesus cursing a fig tree and in its place he 

tells a story about a fig tree being given one more year to bear fruit - and being helped to do 

so by the gardener who will take good care of it.  It echoes John the Baptist's challenge to 

the crowds in Luke chapter 3: 'Bear fruits worthy of repentence'  Repentence is not just a 

matter of saying sorry.  It is an invitation to leave our old ways behind and live in a new and 

radically different way in the power of the Spirit. 

 

But let us take a few moments to think about the parable of the fruit tree in a bit more 

depth.  To understand it we need to know two things.  We need to know that all parables 

are about us and the way we live.  We also need to know something about the importance 

of the fig tree in the Promised Land. 

 

In many ways the fig tree was the most popular of trees.  The picture of the Promised Land 

was 'a land of wheat and barley, of vines and fig trees, of pomegranates, a land of olive 

trees and honey (Deuteronomy 8:8).  When the spies sent out in front of the wandering 

people of Israel looked over the land to see how fertile it was, they brought back grapes, figs 

and pomegranates as proof.  When the Old Testament wanted to describe peaceful times 

and prosperity it is of someone sitting under his own vine and fig tree.  The fig tree is used 

as a symbol for the covenant between Israel and God.  The lack of fruit was a symbol of a 

lapse in faithfulness. 

 

The fig tree is a lovely tree.  I have had a fig tree in the garden of a couple of the houses that 

I have lived in - and discovered that although they don't grow very tall - about 15 to 20 feet 

high, they don't half spread out, and they provide shelter and shade.  I love figs and really 

missed them when I moved to the Rectory - but I am often given them by some of you who 

do have them in your gardens.  I look forward to this years' fruit - not hinting at anything of 

course!  Because of course it is the fruit that is so valued off this tree - as it crops twice a 

year.  The first crop comes off the old wood in June and the second off the new wood in 

September.  A fig tree takes about three years to reach maturity; if by then it has not 

fruited, it is not like to.  If you own a fig tree, then you expect it to give you figs - so if it 



doesn't - then its not fulfilling its purpose.  A tree that does not fruit is taking up room - it is 

feeding off the land and it is not giving you anything in return.   

 

In the parable the tree is given another chance, but it will not go on for ever, for there will 

be a day of reckoning. 

 

The fig tree in the parable is all promise and no performance.  It had its leaves, maybe even 

flowers, but it did not produce fruit - and that was its main purpose.  To give shelter from 

the heat was not enough; it was there to produce figs and if it failed to produce fruit, then it 

was useless.  Uselessness invites disaster, for all things have a purpose - and that includes 

us.  The church is not only a place of shelter; we have to produce the fruits of the Spirit. 

It is no use saying we are Christian if it does not show in the way that we live. 

 

But what is meant by that?  We all think we know what it means, but can we articulate it?  

Can we tell others what it means to us personally and collectively, what it is to be a 

Christian? 

 

It is not for me to tell you what it means on a personal level for you to be a Christian, but I 

want to finish with something that speaks to me about the human condition, and what 

being a Christian means to me. 

 

This Lent I have been reading the third book that has been written by Martin Laird, who is 

professor of Early Christian Studies at Villanova University.  He is also a member of the 

Order of St Augustine - which seeks to 'live in harmony, being of one mind and one heart on 

the way to God' from the rule of St Augustine.  His books are about contemplation - a 

discipline that I have been trying to master over many years in my ministry.  Many have 

tried to teach me to contemplate - and I have read many books on the subject.  But when 

Ibegan to read Martin's books they have liberated me from the rigid ideas that I had about 

contemplation.  I believed that I had to sit and be silent for hours on end, not allowing any 

thoughts other than thoughts of God to enter my head.  How wrong I was.  I think that I am 

now beginning to get a glimpse of what it really means to contemplate God and to be in his 

presence. 



 

I will sum it up in this story that Martin uses at the beginning of his third book, 'An ocean of 

light'.   

'There are these two young fish swimming along, and they happen to meet an older fish 

swimming the other way, who nods at them and says, "Morning boys, how's the water?".  

And the two young fish swim on for a bit, and then eventually one of them looks at theother 

and goes, "What the hell is water?' 

 

 

 

 

 


