THIRD SUNDAY OF LENT ‘C’

Today we have the story of Moses receiving a visit from God in a burning bush that was not consumed by the fire.  God revealed himself as God, the God of Moses’ ancestors Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, and told Moses that he had heard the cry of his Chosen People from their exile in Egypt and was ready to forgive them, rescue them, deliver them from the hand of Pharaoh and his slave drivers.

 Moses agreed to be God’s messenger, to announce to the Chosen People this good news.  But he wondered how he could convince them that the word had come from God.  “If they ask me, ‘what is his name?’, what am I to tell them?”  God replied, “I am who am”.  This is what you shall tell them, “I AM sent me to you.”

 Commentator Father James Smith says that God was not being coy or secretive.  God was simply answering the question as best God could.  God said, “Who am I? I just am who I am.”

 Father Smith contends that, if he were God, he would not have stopped there because people have a tendency to think that they know God better than God knows God.  He said he would have continued, “I am who I am; that’s all.  I am not a god of the mountains or sea; I am not heavy or light, tall or short, bearded or shaven, here or there.  To repeat, I AM who I AM.”

 “I simply am, and creation happens; I am, and justice happens; I am and forgiveness happens; I am and love happens; But I just AM.  God is, was, and always will be simply God.

 But Jesus, no matter how much he adored God, insisted on calling God “Father”.  And of course that is who God actually is for Jesus.  And for us, by analogy, metaphor, symbol, God is father.  We realize that God is mystery, and we are allowed to call God Father, Son, and Holy Spirit as long as we remember that God is mystery.

 The Word of God for this Third Sunday of Lent is about second chances.  400 years after the time of Abraham, God engages Moses in a plan to give God’s people a second chance.  Their sin, their neglect of the ways of God, had resulted in their being overtaken by the Egyptians and enslaved for hundreds of years.  God now wants Moses to go to them and lead them away from Pharaoh and the slave drivers and take them to the promised land of milk and honey.

 In today’s Gospel, Jesus is calling the people of his time to take advantage of a second chance, repent, turn back to God, who wants to forgive them of their sins and shower them with eternal love.

The people are upset because Pilate had recently captured some of the Galileans, killed them, and then mixed their blood with the blood of pagan sacrifices.  There had also been a tragedy in which a tower at Siloam had fallen on 18 people and killed them.  The people are interpreting these events as punishment for sins.

Jesus refutes this.  He tells them that those who are killed were no more guilty than everyone else who lived in Jerusalem.  We are all weak, guilty of sin, and we need to repent … get right with God.  Most of us might think that we do quite well at living the way we should in comparison to how all people live their lives.  Today, Jesus counters this bias in order to motivate in us a higher degree of commitment to moral growth.  People who experience tragedies are no worse than anyone else.  Everyone is in need of repentance.

 After 9/11, there was no shortage of theories that, as a nation, we were justly being punished for our sins.  In the aftermath of Hurricane Katrina, there were some who dared to suggest that New Orleans, the “Big Easy”, was hard-hit because of the amoral lifestyle of so many of its citizens.  After the recent earthquake in Haiti, Pat Robertson was quick to point out to the world that, some 400 years ago, the Haitians had made a pact with Satan to obtain their freedom from France, (or something like that).

 Our Gospel reading last Sunday was the Transfiguration.  Jesus sets out on his way to Jerusalem after the Transfiguration.  Saint Luke devotes ten chapters to this journey.  The chapters include many stories and parables: the Good Samaritan; the rich fool who dies right after building bigger granaries to store his crops; the parable of the fig tree; the prodigal son (next week); the rich man and the beggar Lazarus.  For Saint Luke, the Christian journey asks conversion of heart; care of every neighbor, especially the poor; sharing of plenty; and a fruitfulness that nourishes others.

 The deaths of those whom Pilate killed and those who died in Siloam should not be attributed to sin.  But both incidents, as well as 9/11, Hurricane Katrina, and the earthquake in Haiti serve to remind us that death comes to all, but repentance is possible only before death.

 People who plant learn to be people of hope, content to wait for the harvest.  The last line of the song “The Rose” is: “Just remember in the winter, far beneath the bitter snows, lies the seed that with the sun’s love, in the spring becomes a rose.”  Those who cultivated figs usually expected a tree to bear fruit in three years’ time.  If no figs were forthcoming, the barren tree was cut down and another was planted in its place.  In Jesus’ parable, the unproductive tree was given another year, during which the gardener continued to tend it.

The parable conveys a sense of urgency.  This is the 11th hour, and those who do not heed the call to repent NOW may find themselves in the same plight as the fig tree.  Jesus asks his disciples to accept the truth he taught and to let him draw them nearer to God, grace, and salvation.  For the people of Saint Luke’s time, some 50 years after Jesus’ resurrection, Jesus’ message warned about being prepared to welcome the returning Jesus.  The message continues to challenge those who tend to put off a decision, thinking that there will be a time for such at a later date.
Even if the fig tree is spared, it is only for a limited time.  Ultimately, all will be called to judgment.  If we have oppressed persons less privileged than we are, turned against God and Godly ways, our faith has not borne fruit.  This Lent with its many opportunities awaits our decision to be better, to re-form our lives, to seek greater holiness in the future.

 “I just am who I AM”.  God continues to speak to us through Jesus in the Gospel, calling us to draw closer, to turn our lives more fully toward God so that God can enter our lives.  The call to repentance was the basic message that Jesus preached.  This message has not changed.  Many have heard it; not all have responded.

