Lent 3 2010 
Is.55:1-9; Ps.63; 1Cor.10:1-13; Luke 13:1-13
The great novel ‘Passage to India’, written by E.M.Forster at the beginning of the last century, and famously made into a feature film by David Lean a few decades ago, contrasts the religious openness of Indian culture with the rather stiff and distant approach to religious faith and intuition by the ruling English class of the time. I remember a scene in the novel at the British Embassy clubhouse, in which a seasoned English bureaucrat says “every man must work out his own religion” – that’s about as far as ‘religious discussion’ goes between the characters assembled there, and it contrasts vividly with the ‘divine mess’ (as Forster puts it) of the public, un-self-conscious religious observance of the natives Indians.

Forster clearly had an affection for the transparency of the Indian people, and his depiction of the British character of his time is also sympathetic, but strikingly real as well. In our own time, a remark like “every man must work out his own religion” is of course politically correct; we clearly live in a multi cultural, multi-faith society. But as they gather to sip gin and play cards or billiards in their club, there is no sense in Forster’s depiction of that rather arid, though privileged society, of much spiritual awareness of any sort. In our own day ‘British reserve’ or tolerance can too easily become a mask for religious indifference and spiritual deadness; it’s perhaps one thing to exercise discretion and sensitivity over faith issues with our neighbours in the work place or at home, but in church at least willingness to share our faith journeys should be an element of our fellowship together. 

Today’s Gospel dispels any puny ideas that God is spiteful and vindictive in his wrath, and as we heard, it’s a salutary text against those who try to interpret natural disasters, accidents or even human atrocities as judgements sent by God. Jesus gives two examples of completely undeserved human suffering, but then talks of the need for repentance if his listeners are not to come to a similarly pathetic and futile end. Naturally we wonder what he means by his repeated insistence that ‘unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.’ He appears to be arguing against himself, but the illustration he gives puts his warning into a different perspective. It’s a parable about a fig tree not bearing fruit. As someone who’s never really had success with plants, in or out of doors, this is something I’m all too familiar with. I realise, though, that ultimately this is only because I lack the care and commitment that making things grow requires. In the agrarian society Jesus moved in, people would readily have understood the work that must be put in to making things grow – work that required not just manual labour, but utmost mental absorption and patience as well. In the parable, the gardener asks the landowner for more time, while he digs around the fig tree and fertilises it. It’s a picture of care, attentiveness and nurture which illustrates what Jesus seems to have in mind by his call to ‘repentance’.

What, though, of that threat that his listeners would otherwise perish? Some have seen this as a prediction of the destruction of Jerusalem by the Romans 40 years later, but naturally enough we look for resonance in our own time. How do we guard against futility and the waste of our time on this earth? What are we to repent from, and to what end? The chapter of Isaiah we heard to start with today celebrates the tender and inclusive love of God like nowhere else in the Old Testament, and gives the glimpse of an answer:


‘Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labour for 
that which does not satisfy?... My thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your 
ways my ways…come to the waters; eat what is good, and delight yourselves in 
rich food ’
The Eucharistic Preface to our Ash Wednesday service at the start of Lent stated ‘you lead us into the desert of repentance that through a pilgrimage of prayer and discipline we may grow in grace and learn to be your people once again.’ Some before us, like St Antony of Egypt, withdrew literally into the desert to devote not 40 days, but all his days to that same process through a life of solitary prayer. That kind of regime may not appeal to us, and will in any case be impracticable, but wherever we are, and however limited our capacity for prayer, we are called each Lent to reassess our lives, our values, and what drives us. What led Antony into the Egyptian desert was far from some kind of masochism, and he and the desert mothers and fathers are united in talking of the sweetness and wholeness they found through their fasting and contemplation.

I suggest to you that often our self-imposed disciplines flounder at this time of year, because we miss the real point of Lent. Just as E.M. Forster’s colonials’ hold on religion was so tenuous because they had no real experience of it, trying to keep Lent without having as our ultimate goal a renewed prayer-life is like trying to pull ourselves up by our own boot-straps. Although it may be a very un-British thing to put on the agenda, my own Spiritual Director recently said to me that he felt Christians should be encouraged to build into Lent the discipline of sharing their experience of prayer with another Church member, or their priest, at some point. Allow me, if you will, to leave you with that thought; because, beyond traditional vicarage tea-parties and parsonical smiles, that’s what I’m really here for!
Paul Nicholson
