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I think we all know by now that Lent is the season of reflection on our lives 

and our relationships with others and God. Perhaps, that’s why the Biblical 

scholars who put together the texts that form the Common Lectionary 

selected those readings that had to do with Jesus teaching about 

contrasting how we live in the world and how to live in God’s kin-dom.

The prophet Isaiah spoke God’s words to “[s]eek the Lord… “[to] call upon 

[God]… [to] let the wicked forsake their way, and the unrighteous their 

thoughts; “[to] let them return to the Lord, that [God] may have mercy on 

them…for [the Lord] will abundantly pardon.” Isaiah’s words invite us to 

give up thoughts and behavior that don’t reflect God’s abundant love; to 

turn back to God in order to receive overflowing mercy and grace even 

when we’ve done things that are not what we know to be right in God’s 

eyes, to speak words and do deeds that reflect who we are truly called to 

be and what we are called to do.

Isaiah’s words are hard for us to hear in a time and culture when the world 

seems to reward the selfish, the “protectionist,” the judgmental, and the 

authoritarian. We see in the news those who insist that their position is the 

only valid one — be it politics, economics, or personal and family life. We 

see evidence of individuals and groups of people who claim that if anyone 

doesn’t agree with and support their beliefs, then those who don’t are the 
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enemy — an enemy who must be destroyed. Yet, I find the Bible doesn’t 

wholly corroborate such ways of thinking.

Take our reading from Luke’s version of the Gospel. Jesus is heading 

toward Jerusalem. He’s been teaching about how we need to turn toward 

God; to repent and live as God’s caring, loving inhabitants of God’s kin-

dom on earth, here and now. But, folks realize that Jesus’ teachings are 
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radical, that the world doesn’t operate that way, and, for certain, its leaders 

don’t want such a world because they would lose power and authority. So, 

some people try to warn Jesus. In their indirect way, though, they want to 

know what does all this mean? Could this be the beginning of something 

worse? Unsaid, but behind their telling of the killing of Galileans by Pilate, 

is the question: “Look at what happened to our neighbors in the north! “If 

you, Jesus, continue, will we die as well? “Will we be punished in the same 

way as those Galileans?”

Jesus gives an answer, but one those around him then and we today 

struggle to comprehend, let alone accept. If our lives don’t change, if we 

don’t work to change the way the world thinks and acts, we will be 

destroyed in similar ways. In short, if we don’t turn around, if we don’t 

repent, and live lives as God (and Jesus) calls for, then we will suffer 

consequences just as dire as those of the Galileans or the workers at the 

tower of Siloam.

I know, these are hard sayings. The words are harsh, and, on the surface, 
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not comforting. Today we see an unprovoked invasion of Ukraine; we see 

heightened threats against Taiwan, South Korea, and Japan; we read about 

autocrats and their minions calling for more power and control to “correct,” 

to fix the world’s (or our community’s) “ills” as they see fit. And, we too 

wonder if all this woe and destruction is the beginning of something worse? 

Yet, this is not new; it’s not something history hasn’t seen before. There 

have been wars, political revolutions, upheavals of many kinds down 

through the ages. And, in the midst of such chaos, people have responded 

in peace-giving, mercy-witnessing ways.

Many of us are familiar with George Orwell’s two famous books: Animal 

Farm and Nineteen Eighty-four. Both books deal with how individuals 

respond to a world where chaos reigned and despair was rampant. Orwell, 

like many of his contemporaries, was profoundly affected by the turbulent 

time of the early 20th century — WWI, the Russian Revolution, the Irish War 

of Independence, the Spanish Civil War, the rise of Fascism in Europe that 

led to WWII, the Holocaust, nuclear bombs, and before his death,  the 



brinkmanship of the Cold War. Yet, for all the somber and sobering subjects 

of Orwell’s novels, he was a person of hope and trust. In 1936, as Nazism 

was in full motion, he planted roses in his garden of the cottage he was 

renting, at a time when beauty was difficult to come by, but necessarily 

hoped for.

The people of Israel believed that those who experience pain and suffering  
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were being punished by God for their sins or the sins of their ancestors. 

That belief persists to our day. Yet, Biblical scholars such as Karl Barth 

(Orwell’s contemporary), N.T. Wright, Amy-Jill Levine, and others voice 

what Jesus teaches: God is no controlling dictator; God does not rule by 

threat and punishment. Instead, Jesus teaches and demonstrates in his 

own life that God extends divine mercy, giving us chance after chance to 

live righteously and to bear good fruit.

Orwell’s principal inspiration for his literary antagonists was Joseph Stalin.

An apocryphal story about Stalin is that he became obsessed with growing 

lemons after WWII. Stalin became convinced that he could produce his 

own citrus fruit-bearing trees, forcing them, like he forced people, to 

produce beyond their capacities. He had hundred of trees planted at his 

house near Moscow with strict orders to his gardeners about their care. 

Only one of the trees survived the harsh Russian winter. Whereas, Orwell’s 

roses continue to bloom to this very day.

We can see ourselves as the fig tree given a second chance in Jesus’ 

parable. We could be the gardener who pleads for the tree to have that 

second chance. We could be like the ground in which the tree is planted, 

needing to be loosened and fertilized so the tree can grow. In any case, we 

are called to labor in the field, to plant and grow in faith and hope so that 

God’s kin-dom will blossom and produce fruit.

Through God’s abundant and free grace, we are given second chances. 
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We are offered the opportunity to turn our lives so that we live in, witness 

to, and invite others to join us in making this world a fruitful, peace-filled, 

grace-filled, merciful, loving extension of God’s heavenly kin-dom. How can 

we best embrace God’s mercy in our lives? And, where do we see roses 

blooming? So that, when we see someone tending God’s garden, are we 

ready and willing to join them?

Let us pray:

We look around this world and wonder why there is so much pain, 

suffering, and despair.  We are fearful that what is going on will be either 

the beginning of the end, or the end itself.  And we ask, Why?  Then we 

ask, What does this have to do with us?  We are so in need of assurance, 

of hope, of signs of growth in our faith.  By the Holy Spirit, increase our 

trust in You, O Lord.  Let our hearts and minds turn to You and the ways of 

Your kin-dom.   Amen.
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