LOOK AT THE FIG TREE – by Dom Leo Maidlow Davis

Mark 13, 24 - 32

Outside white and dove-grey clouds are rolling across a blue autumn sky. Many of the trees are bare now, but some are still clothed in leaves of brilliant gold. Above the clouds is the sun, more brilliantly golden than the leaves, and often the moon can be seen by day, though we tend to forget her when the sun is in the sky. Beyond our solar system with its moons and planets, there are countless other galaxies with coloured suns and celestial bodies spinning out into illimitable space. We do not often permit ourselves the time to contemplate this splendidly incomprehensible universe of which we are such a tiny part. Just now you may be worrying about lunch or some difficult meetings coming up next week or a relationship that doesn’t seem to be going as it should. Most of our worries are ridiculous and incapacitating; every Mass before communion we ask to be freed of them. 

We do not know why the universe is so vast. Possibly there are other orders of created being, quite unknown to us, that need those spaces – ‘the powers in the heavens’ that are mentioned in today’s Gospel. Modern street and security lighting is gradually spreading an orange ceiling over the night sky so that even if we do look up at night it is getting more difficult to see the stars. Most of us are busy with our noses stuck in paperwork or glued to computer screens instead. We want to be left alone to get on with our worries.

It is difficult for us to lift our consciousness to the heights ‘where the sun will be darkened, the moon will lose its brightness, the stars will come falling from heaven …’ We can just about accept Jesus as a figure in history. We do not really know what to make of him ‘coming in the clouds with great power and glory’ and sending his ‘angels to gather his chosen from the four winds, from the ends of the world to the ends of heaven.’ These dramatic pictures may appeal to insane fundamentalists in America, who are anxious to hasten on the day of wrath, but they are too strong meat for most of us. But hard as it is, the church calls us to raise our eyes, our minds and hearts to look at the great picture, to open our eyes to the light. One of the purposes of prayer is to lift up our eyes to the heavens.

Jesus knows our difficulty. Unexpectedly he does not advise us to take up astronomy, perhaps because astronomy was a more widespread and natural science for the people of his time; he tells us to look at the fig tree. The little changes in the branches and the opening of its leaves indicate that summer is near. I tried to follow Jesus’ advice and looked at the fig tree that grows against a wall by our Petre Cloister this morning; figs retain their fruit over the winter, and next year’s buds are already forming. The coming of the new season is inevitable, even though the silent budding of the fig tree does not demand attention.

The coming of the Son of Man seems a paradoxical mix of the secret and the barely discernible with the spectacular and the terrifying.  The Kingdom of Heaven comes to us in both ways and at the same time. The Son of Man is already with us in the forgettable and unnoticeable people. The sick and the imprisoned, the hungry and homeless, the widow and the orphan are with us always; we can miss them as easily as we miss the sun and the moon and the stars. But when we see the king in his majesty we will understand that he was already with us in his majesty in the fields and streets, the cities and mountains of this world, which sin has often made for us so drab and uninteresting.

The coming of the day of the Son of Man is a mystery that beggars our flabby and under-exercised imaginations. It does, in fact, transcend our order of understanding. ‘But as for that day or hour, nobody knows, neither the angels of heaven, nor the Son; no one but the Father.’

Today the Church calls us in the Alleluia before the Gospel to ‘stay awake and stand ready, because you do not know the hour when the Son of Man is coming.’ But he is coming, coming even now, as certainly as the summer for which the fig tree is already preparing.  We must prepare too by our prayer and penance and works of charity. We are not players on a small stage, but participators in an eternal and universal drama – in the Kingdom of Heaven. Wake up! Lift up your eyes to the mountains and to the heavens, lift up your eyes to those who have no power to repay you, and see!
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God our Father, guide our prayer and open our eyes to the coming of the Son of Man.

We pray for world leaders. May they understand and work for the values of the Kingdom of Heaven.

Lord, hear us.

Let us pray for those who work with the poor, the sick and the suffering of this world.  May they find courage and support.

Lord, hear us.

We pray for our monastery, parishes and school. May we be alert to the coming of God’s Kingdom.

Lord, hear us.

We pray for our former pupils. May they be faithful witnesses to the Kingdom of God in their lives.

Lord hear us.

We ask our Lady, Queen of Heaven, to pray with us as we say: Hail, Mary …

We pray in silence for all those who have asked our prayers and for our own needs:

Let us pray.

God our Father, open our hearts to recognise your Son in one another. We ask this through the same Christ our Lord. Amen.

