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Oil & Wine  Third Sunday of Lent  7 March 2010

• Ex 3:1-8a, 13-15  • Ps 103 (102):1-4, 6-8, 11  • 1 Cor 10:1-6, 10-12  • Luke 13:1-9

It was hard to believe unless you heard it on the radio, or undeniable if  you watched the UTube video. Here was the American Christian (?) evangelist Pat Robertson proclaiming that the tragic Haiti earthquake was an act of divine punishment! The slaves of Haiti, he explained from both a befuddled historical base and an alarming so-called Christian stance, had made a pact with the devil to get themselves out from under the heel of Napoleon III and French occupation, and so now they were suffering for that. Religious leaders, among them those of Robertson’s own church, were quick to condemn this opinion. The Catholic Bishop Guy Polar of Le Cayes, Haiti, issued this statement:

We need prayer – much prayer: not prayers that accuse God of punishing our faults; nor religious services that profit from the misery of our people to increase the size of congregations; not the sort of worship that maintains fear, but the prayer of a child to his father, clarifying and revealing what we must do.

Robertson’s implication of “Big sinners, big suffering,” is similar to that behind the question that some people put to Jesus about the Galileans who had been standing at the altar to offer sacrifice when Pilate’s henchmen had slaughtered them. Jesus refutes this suggestion; it was the murderers who had sinned, not their victims. Jesus himself then raises the issue of the accidental collapse of a tower in Siloam that had killed eighteen people.  This accident had nothing to do with guilt or innocence. The laws of nature are not to be equated with the laws of morality. The point Jesus is trying to make is that, in both of these incidents, fragile human lives were suddenly overwhelmed by death, with no time to prepare for it or escape the catastrophe. But there is a far greater catastrophe on which the people need to focus: their unpreparedness for death and the merciful and just judgement of God. God is not a sadist who relates to us through disasters and accidents, but a God of steadfast loving kindness who is named as such in the refrain to today’s responsorial psalm 102 (103). We do have time to change, to repent, and to learn to love God and our sisters and brothers, but this time is limited. To emphasise this teaching, Jesus tells a parable about an unproductive fruit tree and the patience of God.
The tree has not borne fruit for three years, and in the opinion of the vineyard owner it is time for it to be cut down as it is also taking nourishment from the soil in which other trees are planted. But the gardener begs the owner to be patient and allow the tree another year, during which he will make an extra effort to dig around the tree, fertilize it, take special care of it, so that it may bear fruit the next season. We are not told what happened next year; the point of the parable is to ‘tease’ the listeners – not just in Jerusalem two thousand years ago, but in our eucharistic gathering today – into an identification with both the gardener and his master and the unfruitful tree. 
Fig trees are sturdy; they do not just wither and become unfruitful overnight. It takes a long drought, persistent gnawing by insects at the roots, or long-term neglect, to make a fig tree barren. Both the gardener and the tree are in each one of us who is given by our patient God another Lenten season to loosen the soil around our personal and communal earthbound roots with the tools of prayer, fasting and almsgiving; encouraged to fertilise our lives with the rich ‘manure’ of word and sacrament; and to remember that our lives are interdependent: if we do not enrich one another with mutual care and kindness we will weaken and impoverish our human and spiritual growth. Our life is not an unlimited season, and we can never know how many ‘next years’ we have. Barrenness is no boast for a tree that is meant to bear fruit; sinfulness is no boast for one called to holiness. What Jesus is urging is repentance and conversion of heart in the ‘this year’ of Lent.  What are the small infidelities to gospel living that are gnawing away at the Christian roots of our lives? Are we failing to prune our discipleship regularly so that the sap of the Christ-life can continue to rise within us? How mindful are we of the need to continually water our relationships with the baptismal commitment into which we are plunged and which we will publicly renew as a faith community at the Easter Vigil? 
In the first reading from the Book of Exodus, we hear of another bush: a worthless bramble that is transformed by fire and voice into an unconsumed sign of God’s  burning presence. The first movement of Moses’ conversion, that will so radically influence the rest of his life, is when he “turns aside” to see why the bush is not destroyed by the fire. And God is waiting for Moses, calling him by name, telling him to take off his protective shoes and feel the new and holy ground on which he is being asked to walk. God names himself as the God of Moses’ ancestors: the God of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. God has heard the cries, is attentive to the suffering of the Hebrews who are living in slavery under the Egyptians, and assures Moses that he will free them, which is great news for Moses. For some reason, the lectionary omits verses 9-12 where, to Moses’ surprise and consternation, God suddenly switches from “I” to “You”, and Moses realizes that God intends to have him very much involved in this freedom plan! Moses isn’t a bit sure that this is a good idea, but God assures him that the divine fire will be passed on to Moses so that he may burn with passion for both this Liberator God and the liberation of his people. Moses protests, as we may often do, at the thought of being personally involved in God’s saving plan, but the latter is the response that the divine call asks of us.
If Moses is to take up the challenge, he says that he will need to name God to the Hebrews, so God replies: “I AM WHO I AM,” which can also be translated as “I AM WHO I WILL BE,” and always have been. It reveals God as the source of all being, all reality, all existence, without beginning or end, without gender identity, a transliteration of the Hebrew YHWH. (In most modern English translations this is given as ‘LORD,’ capitalised to indicate a stylised representation of the unpronounceable Hebrew consonants, and a reminder that all names are metaphorical. Out of respect for our Jewish sisters and brothers, who do not pronounce this name, in 2008 the Vatican directed that ‘Yahweh’ not be used in Catholic liturgy.) It is a challenge to Moses to commit himself to the infinite mystery of his past, present and future, and believe that God will always be with him… God can break into our everyday lives, too, and call us to be instruments of liberation for our sisters and brothers. The circumstances will not be as dramatic as the Exodus. The voice that says “So come, I will send you,” will not come from a burning bush in the desert, but may be spoken in the wilderness of our own joys and sorrows, in the voices of friends, and even enemies, in contemporary historical events, and in the word of God proclaimed in the eucharistic liturgy or prayed in our lectio divina. Lent is a season that encourages us to a deeper listening to the divine voice, a more ready response to “turn aside,” take off our symbolically protective ‘shoes,’ and choose freedom in Christ rather than slavery to sin.
In his Second Letter to the Corinthians, Paul reminds his communities of their ancestors who experienced God’s salvation when they were guided by the cloud of the divine presence through the wilderness (cf. Ex 14:19), when they passed through the waters of the Sea of Reeds (Ex 14:21-25), and when their thirst was twice quenched by water during their wilderness wandering (cf. Ex 17:1-7; Num 20:2-13). Interpreting the past by the present, Paul names Christ as the rock from which the saving waters now flow in baptism, and as the bread from heaven by which he is our eucharistic food and drink for our journey of faith. But Paul warns the Corinthians that these sacraments cannot be taken as an automatic guarantee of salvation any more than the desert food and drink of their ancestors if they, like them, are a sinful and grumbling people. Each Lent should be a high tide that draws us more deeply into the mystery of the water which we will celebrate so dramatically at the Easter Vigil. Our challenge is to be like a beach: open and unresisting to the tide of God’s love in Christ, new and unmarked by anything but the pattern of the ebb and flow of the Easter tide.
Like Paul, Benedict makes his own application of the symbolism of Christ as “rock.” Just as Moses struck the desert rock, which Paul interprets as Christ, so the monk is to dash any temptation to turn from following Christ (RB Prol 28; 4.50). He is the rock, the steadfast and stable foundation of every Christian life, and the one to whom no one and nothing is to be preferred (cf. RB 72.11; 4.21). We live by the water outpouring from him into which we are baptised; that water which – as John will remind us in the Good Friday gospel – flowed with the Pierced One’s blood at his death. Benedict adds that the spiritual counsel of another wise disciple may also be a helpful ‘rock’ that will help us keep our hearts fixed on Christ (cf. RB 4.50).
March 8 is celebrated as International Women’s Day, and tomorrow we might reflect on how some of the themes of this Sunday are reflected in the lives of women. We surely know many women who are loving ‘gardeners’ of their families, their friends, their society. The parable gardener is ready to make an extra effort to nourish the unproductive tree, and there are so many women – perhaps we are ourselves such women – who continue to love and nurture their children who are struggling with addiction, disabilities, physical and mental ill health, that is stunting their human growth; women who try valiantly to protect their family from domestic violence or the poverty which prevents their children, or they themselves, from living fruitful lives. Like the God of the burning bush, there are the women who hear the cries of suffering people, and who accept to be sent to do works of justice on their behalf in either the small or larger deserts of our world.  Whether mothers, carers, friends, women in public life, married or single, thanked or unthanked, living or dead, they are nurturing gardeners who can make the deserts blossom. For this and for the world’s women, we might repeat during the day the opening verse of Ps 103 (102) from this Sunday’s responsorial psalm: “My soul, give thanks to the Lord, all my being bless God’s holy name.”     

