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Luke  13:1-9  
  
At  that  very  time  there  were  some  present  who  told  him  about  the  Galileans  
whose  blood  Pilate  had  mingled  with  their  sacrifices.  He  asked  them,  ‘Do  you  
think  that  because  these  Galileans  suffered  in  this  way  they  were  worse  sinners  
than  all  other  Galileans?  No,  I  tell  you;;  but  unless  you  repent,  you  will  all  perish  
as  they  did.  Or  those  eighteen  who  were  killed  when  the  tower  of  Siloam  fell  on  
them—do  you  think  that  they  were  worse  offenders  than  all  the  others  living  in  
Jerusalem?  No,  I  tell  you;;  but  unless  you  repent,  you  will  all  perish  just  as  they  
did.’    
Then  he  told  this  parable:   ‘A  man  had  a  fig  tree  planted  in  his  vineyard;;  and  he  
came   looking   for   fruit   on   it   and   found   none.   So   he   said   to   the   gardener,   “See  
here!  For  three  years  I  have  come  looking  for  fruit  on  this  fig  tree,  and  still  I  find  
none.  Cut  it  down!  Why  should  it  be  wasting  the  soil?”  He  replied,  “Sir,  let  it  alone  
for  one  more  year,  until   I  dig  round   it  and  put  manure  on   it.   If   it  bears  fruit  next  
year,  well  and  good;;  but  if  not,  you  can  cut  it  down.”  ’  

  

During this season of Lent in the Church’s year I am focusing on a series of 
homilies I am calling ‘Breathing Under Water’ after a book by the same name, 
written by Richard Rohr. 
 First, here is a story about forgiveness and reconciliation. These are two key 
aspects of our spiritual journey in Lent, reflected in our gospel reading.  
During the November, 1940, World War 2 blitz in England, Coventry Cathedral 
was destroyed. Workmen picking through the rubble found a large number of nails 
from the Middle Ages. The nails were gathered up, fashioned into crosses and 
plated with silver. One cross of nails was set up on an altar in the ruins of the old 
cathedral. Behind it is a large, charred cross, and inscribed on the wall behind that 
are the words, “Father, forgive.”  
Joy and I have a picture taken with us in front of that altar and cross when we were 
present for a celebration of the Eucharist, 12 years ago. 
Many little crosses made of those nails were sent to churches in other countries 
that had been engaged in World War 2. Thousands upon thousands of picture 
postcards depicting the Coventry Cross of Nails and the words “Father, Forgive” 
have been distributed all over the world. The Coventry Cross of Nails has become 
for many a symbol of forgiveness, reconciliation, and peace.  
It was significant for Joy and myself that the day after that memorable service 
Eucharist at the altar of the old Coventry Cathedral, the priest who presided at that 
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Eucharist flew to Bosnia-Herzegovena to speak at a conference on Peace and 
Reconciliation honouring the end of a war between 1992 and 1995, in which the 
Serbs and Croats slaughtered so many Muslims in that country.  
Richard Rohr suggests, in his book, several steps on how each of us might develop 
or enhance a spiritual path – a relationship with God –  during our weeks leading 
up to Easter. Using what Rohr writes in his book,  I want to work my way – and 
hopefully yours – toward a spiritual awakening.  
Last Sunday I talked about three steps Rohr suggests that we need to take in our 
attempt to ‘breath under water’ on our spiritual journey.  
Just to recap, the first step is that we need to be honest with ourselves about our 
lives, present and past, and admit there are things that we have difficulty changing. 
They may be habits or attitudes, our being self-absorbed, and our addictions. We 
need to admit to ourselves that we are powerless against them.  
The second step is that we need to ask ourselves about how how much we depend 
on our own strength and abilities to get through our everyday struggles; And then 
ask ourselves, when did we last ask God for help? We need to admit that we need 
God’s help. 
The third step, according to Rohr, is that we need to decide to turn our lives over 
to God. We need to accept that it is God who helps us ‘breathe underwater’. 
The fourth step, according to Rohr, as we try to grow our spirituality, is that, with 
God’s help, we need to make a thorough examination of our lives. This is difficult 
for most of us. But, the point of this examination “is not to discover how good or 
bad I am and regain some moral high ground. It is to begin some,” of what Rohr 
calls “‘shadow boxing’ which he says is at the heart of all spiritual awakening.” 
This morning, I want to talk about Rohr’s fifth step, the step in which we list those 
things in our life with which we shadow-box. Those things we do which harm 
ourselves and others and which block our relationship with God. He suggests that 
we must bring them out and acknowledge them for what they are, to ourselves, to 
God and perhaps to another person.  And, speaking about the ‘other person’, there 
is a name for s/he which comes from our Christian roots in the Celtic  tradition. 
That name is ‘anamcara’ or ‘soul- friend’, someone who helps us to care for our 
spiritual welfare, by listening to us and, sometimes, giving us advice. S/he is 
someone we all need in our pursuit of spiritual awakening. 
The Epistle of James says “So confess your sins to one another, and pray for one 
another, and this will cure you” (James 5:16). And, the response to that sentence 
comes from John’s gospel, “If you forgive others their sins, they are indeed 
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forgiven. If you withhold forgiveness from one another, they are held bound” 
(John 20:23). 
Rohr writes that “Almost all religion and cultures have believed in one way or 
another that sin and evil are to be punished, and retribution is to be demanded of 
the sinner…It is the best that prisons, courtrooms, wars, lawyers, as well as most of 
the church, which should know better.” And then he adds, “sin and failure are, in 
fact, the setting and opportunity for the transformation and enlightenment of the 
offender – and then the future will take care of itself. It is a mystery that makes 
sense to the soul and is entirely an ‘economy of grace,’ which makes sense only to 
those who have experienced it.” And, to experience it, we need to acknowledge our 
sin and failure.  For when we do, we invariably have a human and humanizing 
encounter that deeply enriches us, and changes lives.  
“Retributive justice” or punishment, he says, “has controlled the story of 99 
percent of history.” “Restorative justice”, or forgiveness, which is what Jesus 
advocated, has held a minority position throughout history, although over time, it 
has become more prevalent in human experience, believe it or not.  
Some of us participated in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission march in 
2013. It was and is a powerful acknowledgement and symbol of reconciliation 
between the first nations and non first nations peoples of our country. As you may 
know, our own Archbishop Desmond Tutu spawned this model of a people’s 
attempt to acknowledge and be reconciled in post-apartheid South Africa. 
Forgiveness and reconciliation, not punishment is the answer. This is so much 
more effective and lasting than being punished for our infractions; or, even saying 
a formal confession and receiving a formal absolution from a priest. After we 
acknowledge our sins, we need reconciliation, not punishment. 
Rohr’s sixth step in our Lenten journey is best expressed in Paul’s epistle to the 
Romans when he says, “The only thing that counts is not what humans want, but 
the mercy of God.” (Romans 9:16).. And the mercy of God is what we call 
‘Grace’. And this Grace is freely given and it is what we pursue in our spiritual 
journey. But, to truly experience this God given Grace, we need to acknowledge 
our sins. This was the genius of Martin Luther. And, having acknowledged our sins 
and accepted the Grace of God, we need to then act on it.  
Many Christians remain “Thoroughly materialistic, warlike, selfish, racist, sexist 
and greedy for power and money while relying on ‘amazing Grace’ to snatch them 
into heaven at the end. But, in doing so, they surely didn’t bring much heaven onto 
this earth to help the rest of us.” As the saying goes, “We must pray as if it all 
depends on us, and work as if it all depends on God.” 
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Luke’s parable of the fig tree, in our gospel reading this morning is a lasting 
metaphor that stands for us. Like the fig tree, we continue to block our spiritual 
growth if we don’t feed and care for our souls through loving God, loving our 
neighbours and loving ourselves. 
To finish my homily, here is a story of a man who needs to acknowledge his 
actions if there is to be any forgiveness and reconciliation: 
An elderly man on the beach found a magic lamp. He picked it up and a genie 
appeared. “Because you have freed me,” the genie said, “I will grant you a wish.”  
The man thought for a moment and then responded, “My brother and I had a fight 
thirty years ago, and he hasn’t spoken to me since. I wish that he’ll finally forgive 
me.” 
There was a thunderclap, and the genie declared, “Your wish has been granted. 
You know,” the genie continued, “most men would have asked for wealth or fame. 
But you only wanted the love of your brother. Is it because you are old and dying?” 
“No way!’ the man cried. “But my brother is, and he’s worth about $60 million.” 
 
 

-The Reverend Gary Hamblin 
Sources: Richard Rohr, Breathing Underwater; William Bausch, A World of 
Stories 


