
3rd Sunday of Lent (C) 
 

 

It is unthinkable to our modern sensibilities or theological thinking that God would 

“target” anyone—but that was the prevailing belief in the time of Jesus.  If you were the 

victim of a disaster or catastrophe, if you were suffering from a chronic disease, if 

poverty reduced you to begging, then you must have done something to warrant God’s 

anger.  In the gospel we just heard, people assume that those massacred in the temple by 

Pilate’s soldiers during what the Romans perceived as a “revolt” and the workers who 

were killed when the tower they were building collapsed must have been horrible sinners. 

 

“Nonsense!” says Jesus in today’s gospel, “By no means!”  Neither good fortune nor 

calamity are indicators of one’s favor or disfavor with God. God will judge the heart of 

every person, regardless of their situation in life.  And then Jesus goes on to offer the 

parable of the fig tree.  Like the merciful and compassionate gardener, God continues to 

see our worth and calls forth that goodness within each of us—even when we do not.  

God is the ever-patient gardener who gives every “fig tree” whatever time, care, and 

attention it needs to realize its harvest.  Sometimes we are the fig tree in need of the care 

of a compassionate gardener, and, at other times, we are the gardener, who has been 

entrusted to provide a “fig tree” with reason for hope and the cultivation of its gifts so 

that it may realize the harvest it is capable of. 

 

The alleged attacker in the mass shooting at two mosques in New Zealand that left forty 

dead and more than fifty wounded appears to have been motivated by the notion of white 

supremacy.  Following the massacre, there was an interview on NPR with former neo-

Nazi Christian Picciolini.  Mr. Picciolini joined the Chicago Area Skinheads as a 

teenager.  Eventually, he turned his back on the group and started working to counter the 

ideologies he once supported, co-founding the non-profit Life After Hate and writing a 

book about his experiences. 

 

At one point in the interview Mr. Picciolini said, “What drew me in at 14 years old was 

that I was searching for identity, community, and purpose—and that’s something that 
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everybody searches for.  I hadn’t found it until I was 14, standing in an alley, and a man 

approached me and gave me the narrative of white supremacy.”  Later in the interview, 

when asked how he was able to escape the Skinheads organization in Chicago, Mr. 

Picciolini said, “You know, I always had doubts about what I believed in… but ultimately, 

you know, it was interactions with people of color who, you know, showed me 

compassion when I had least deserved it.  And those moments of clarity added up.” 

 

Jack Kornfield in his book, “A Path with Heart” wrote: “The things that matter most in 

our lives are not fantastic or grand.  They are the moments when we touch one another, 

when we are there in the most attentive and caring way.”  Mr. Picciolini admits that his 

turn around came as a result of everyday people of color extending everyday compassion 

to a white supremacist who didn’t deserve it.  He is now “compelled by compassion” to 

work against the whole notion of white supremacy in our country and around the world.  

None of us deserves the overwhelming compassion that God lavishes on us either—and 

with that realization deep in our hearts, we can allow God’s compassion to flow through 

us and touch others around us through our everyday, ordinary actions. 

 

In todays’ first reading, Moses is tending to his father-in-law’s flock, and hears God’s 

compassionate voice from a burning bush: “I have witnessed the affliction of my people in 

Egypt and have heard their cry of complaint against their slave drivers, so I know well 

that they are suffering.  Therefore, I have come down to rescue them…”  This is the core 

of compassion— in Latin: “com passio”—to “suffer with”.  God calls Moses to lead the 

Israelites out of their bondage in Egypt to “a land flowing with milk and honey.”  God 

similarly calls us to lead one another through our own Exoduses from brokenness to 

wholeness, from despair to hope, and from death to new life.  This is the daily work of 

compassion. 

 

The Exodus story was the defining moment for Judaism.  The first Christians continued 

to be inspired by the journey of Moses and their ancestors from Egyptian captivity to the 

freedom to live their identity as God’s people in the land that became Israel.  Now, in the 

gospel of Jesus, the early Christians saw God calling them to a new “Exodus”, a journey 



 3 

from the desert of sin to God’s promised land of resurrection life.  For the apostle Paul, 

Jesus is the new Moses, baptism was their passage through the Red Sea, and the 

Eucharist was their Passover.  In the second reading today, Paul invoked the memory of 

Israel’s Exodus to admonish the Christian community--- the “new Israel”—to remain 

faithful to their baptismal covenant as they continue their “Exodus” to the kingdom of 

God. 

 

Second chances, new journeys, God speaking in burning bushes, gardeners nurturing   

dying fig trees—the scripture readings this weekend abound in images inviting us to 

realize that we are forever held in the heart of a God whose compassion knows neither 

limit nor condition.  We humans have the intrinsic ability to tune into the emotions, 

wishes, thoughts, intentions, and hopes of others, and we can make spiritual decisions 

about how we will respond to the information we receive.  In other words, compassion is 

a skill that can be practiced-- it’s a Christ-like attitude for dealing with the world.  

Compassion helps us to perceive, understand, engage with, and respond to human beings 

as God would respond.   

 

Here a possibility—try responding with compassion the next time you find yourself 

caught in an intractable debate about politics these days… 

 

 


