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Isaiah 55:1-9 

 

Lent, as you may know, is by many seen as a season of repentance.  It is a time 

to be sorry for doing wrong and show that you mean to give up your wrong 

ways by giving up something tangible.  And so it can be seen as a sombre time, 

a dark time.  In more liturgical traditions you don’t sing any “Alleluias” in Lent.  

But what we read from Isaiah today is a Lenten reading in much of the Church, 

and it is far from containing sombre or dismal ideas.  

The first of today’s readings is an invitation, an invitation to the good and 

Godly life.  God is speaking and calls us to buy – but without money or cost: to 

buy the good things for life.  The invitation is to live life as a party- full of rich 

fare, living a life of satisfaction.  The question that is given to those who hear is 

“Why do you spend yourself, and your life on things that are not the best, things 

that don’t satisfy, or nourish?” 

It is a good question.  How often do we see people, how often do we, catch 

ourselves living in a routine that does not satisfy us or nourish us or give us 

delight in the gift of life that God has given us?  And the invitation is simply 

that we should listen, come to God and listen and so live.  In many ways this 

passage reminds me of the place in John’s gospel where Jesus, as the good 

shepherd, says that he has come so that his “sheep” may have life in all its 

fullness.  Maybe Jesus had this and other similar passages in mind.   

The invitation from Isaiah is one to seek God, with the promise that he is to be 

found; it is to call on him, because God is near to us.  And as we take our 

journey on the Lenten road of repentance, which is turning away from what is 

less than the best and turning to God’s good ways, it is an invitation to forsake 

our old ways, to forsake the ways that do not nourish, that are not satisfying, 

that are based only on short-term self-interest, and to turn to God.  



The promise in this invitation is that God will forgive us.  The promise is that 

we will be pardoned, freely.  And when we find that hard to believe – because 

we would find it hard to do, if, perish the thought, we were in God’s place, God 

retorts, “My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are my ways your 

ways…..”   The invitation to come to God to be pardoned to live God’s full and 

satisfying life is in fact an invitation to learn first of all to know and trust the 

loving way that God thinks and acts, and then to begin to learn to live in God’s 

way ourselves.  We were made in the image of God, and when we live in God’s 

way we do what we were designed for, and life falls into place for us. 

 

Sing hymn 553 Just as I am, without one plea 

Luke 13:1-9 

 

Jesus is told a horror story about some Galileans who were cut down by Pilate’s 

men in the act of offering their sacrifices.  If we think about that incident today, 

we may well recall the mosque shootings in New Zealand just over a week ago.  

Or we might recall various acts of violence which have happened to Christians 

while at worship in recent years – in Cairo, in Pakistan, in the United States.  To 

attack people because of their beliefs while they are expressing their faith is no 

new phenomenon.   

But it is likely that while we are horrified at such events, our reaction will be 

subtly different from that of many Jews of first century Palestine.  Jesus calls 

out what he knew was the thought behind the words of those who brought this 

horror to his attention: “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in 

this way, they were worse sinners than all other Galileans?”  The honest answer 

for many of those around Jesus would have been yes.  Yes, they did think that 

those to whom ill fortune befell were worse than their neighbours.  The belief in 

cause and effect was strong, including cause and effect in the spiritual world.  If 

these people had not done something terrible, they would not have been allowed 

to suffer.  And if you think that at least we don’t think that way any more, then 

cast back your mind to remember some of the terrible things that were said 

when the AIDS threat became known, back in the ‘80s.  There were many 

Christians saying loudly that this was a judgement of God on the Gay 

community.  Perhaps we are not so different from Jesus’ contemporaries after 

all. 

The idea that somehow those affected by disaster must have in some way 

deserved it allows people to feel the horror without needing to feel too much 



fear: because if they behaved properly, then they would be protected.  But God 

has never promised that.  God has never linked his protection with good 

behaviour, or promised those who are faithful in living his way that they will be 

immune from either the routine trials of life or the horrors of violence; be it the 

violence of people to each other or the violence of weather and earthquake 

which can so easily devastate.  There is no direct moral causation with such 

incidents, so that what should be called out by them is simply our compassion, 

not our condemnation. 

Jesus made that point again when he talked about the people killed when a 

tower fell on them in Siloam.  The first group, those pilgrims in the temple were 

offering a sacrifice, most likely to atone for some wrongdoing, so those who 

were apt to condemn might think that there was some basis for their attitude.  

But those on whom the tower fell were just in the wrong place at the wrong 

time.  But the same assumption was made about them: this would not have been 

allowed to happen if they hadn’t somehow deserved it. 

Now, Jesus’ point is not that people don’t deserve punishment from God.  His 

point is that everyone deserves it!  In human terms, everyone deserves to be 

punished, cut off from God, or cut down in some way.  But not some more than 

others.  And anyway, says Jesus, that is not the way God works. (At this point 

Isaiah would probably remind us that God’s thoughts are not our thoughts, nor 

are his ways our ways.)  The way we humans think and act, is to mete out 

punishment on some whose offenses we think of as worse than others.  But God 

doesn’t measure our wrong by a human scale.  God does not say this is worse 

than that, God just asks us to be perfect – or, as Jesus once said, to be like God – 

in whose image we are made.  God asks us to be what we were made to be. 

So there is no place for us to go around thinking that we are better than others, 

or that the misfortunes which others somehow deserve will not touch us.  Jesus 

went on to tell his hearers a parable about a fig tree which bore no fruit, which 

was well tended, given every opportunity to bear fruit, but did not, and so was 

to be condemned.  After all, you expect figs from a fig tree.  That is why you 

plant and tend it.  And his hearers would know he was talking about the nation 

of Israel, who had many things going for them, who worked on their 

distinctiveness, and felt that they, as God’s chosen were better than the rest of 

the world, but who were not fulfilling their function, and producing their fruit.   

The function of Israel was to be a light to the world, to draw the rest of the 

world to God.  If they didn’t do that, then there was no point in being God’s 

chosen people.  And so the word of condemnation was spoken.  By the time 

Luke wrote his gospel, these days of relative peace in Israel were a memory. 



Rome had more or less destroyed Jerusalem in reaction to a rebellion.  Luke’s 

readers would remember that as they read of this incident.  But they would also 

hear that there was still hope.  Jesus does not end his parable with the axe being 

laid to the tree, but with the gardener asking for just a little more time, to try to 

make that tree fulfil its function.  With God, there is always the hope that grace 

will change a situation. 

The man in the parable had the completely justified expectation that his tree 

would bear figs.  God has the completely justified expectation that his people 

those who bear his name, would bear fruit.  In Jesus’ day, in Jesus’ context, this 

was a message to God’s ancient people the Jews.  That message may still apply 

to them, it probably does, but it also applies to the Church which bears Christ’s 

name and aims to model itself on following in Jesus’ way. God looks to us to 

bear fruit for him. 

The whole idea of bearing fruit is a huge one in Biblical terms, and can mean 

many things, but at the root of the matter (to extend the metaphor) it means that 

we should be and do what we were created to be. We were created to walk in 

harmony with God, to live knowing God’s companionship and presence with us 

day by day.  We were created to show God’s essence to the world, to tend 

God’s creation, to show God’s love to all creatures, to live within God’s 

boundaries, not because we must but because we may.  We were created to 

know what we ought to do and do more, for the sheer joy of pleasing our 

heavenly Father. 

The parable of the fig tree, which was designed to bear fruit, in its way extends 

to us the same invitation that God spoke through Isaiah: the invitation to be 

what we were meant to be to return to a full and satisfying life, because it is 

lived with God by our side.  Repentance is a solemn thing, because it means 

changing our ways and turning back to God, but repentance is also a most joyful 

thing, because it means forgiveness and a new start and a satisfaction in living 

that we can know no other way. 

So happy Lent to all of us who seek to live with God. 

 


