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I used to be the Vicar of Galleywood, the southern tip of Chelmsford. But 40 years before I 

was Vicar there, the Rev Roughton held that post. He waged a nationwide campaign against 

Christmas trees, which he considered unbiblical, unhygienic and foreign.  

But in our Gospel reading today, Jesus says “Look at the fig tree and other trees.” So 

anything that makes it more likely that we will look at a tree has to be a good thing – even if 

it’s a Christmas tree. Maybe an evergreen tree will particularly remind us of God’s 

evergreen, all year-round love. Maybe a gold tree like this one will remind us that, as it says 

in verse 31, the kingdom of God is near. Our reading from Jeremiah called Jesus a branch. 

But to get a full understanding of why looking at a tree might bring us advent hope, we’ll 

need to delve a bit more deeply into fig trees. 

Winter-time fig tree is pretty stark. Bare, brittle branches punctuate the sky. It looks dead. 

Elsewhere, Jesus speaks of God’s people as like a wintertime fig tree – everything seems 

dead and hopeless. I don’t know about you, but it seems to me our national mood is a bit 

like a tree in winter, after a springtime of vaccine-fuelled hope and an exhausted autumn, 

there’s the nip of nihilism in the November air and the hibernating squirrels are not sleeping 

easy for discontent. We’d put the central heating on high if only we could afford the costs 

on standard variable tariff. 

Summertime fig tree is splendid in green, heavy with fruit, scented like ripeness and luxury 

and joy. Right through the bible, a summertime fig tree is a symbol of God’s people in God’s 

place enjoying God’s blessings.  

But Jesus doesn’t say, consider the wintertime fig tree or consider the summertime figtree. 

Here’s what Jesus says: 

“Look at the fig tree and other trees. When they start to sprout leaves, you can see for 

yourselves that summer is near.” 

Jesus says: look at the springtime fig tree, when leaves are first sprouting. That is the sign of 

summer coming. 

The context is the Jerusalem temple, which has been claiming to be the presence of God, 

the physical manifestation of God in the world. Well, Jesus is here, and this town isn’t big 

enough for the two of them, so Jesus and the temple have clashed. And the small clash 

between Jesus and the temple, where he cleared the traders out, is like the first sprouting of 

leaves in spring. Summer will come, and Jerusalem will be surrounded by armies, and it will 

be as if the whole universe is being convulsed and Jerusalem will be trodden down, and 

people will faint from anxiety, and the Roman army will destroy the temple, but stand up 

and lift up your heads, because your redemption is near. This will happen in the lifetimes of 

many of those there at that moment, Jesus promises. 
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And Jesus’ words about the temple have not lost their relevance, just because the particular 

thing he is predicting took place in 70AD, 35 years later. There are more promises, and all of 

them are sure. Every advent, we remember that the day will come when God will put the 

world to rights, and there will be no more sorrow and no more pain and no more 

coronavirus and no more isolation and no more climate crisis and no more unbelief and no 

more exclusion and no more evil, and it will be the summertime of the Son of God. Every 

time we pray the Lord’s prayer, we ask for God’s kingdom to come. Well, one day, that 

prayer will be answered completely, as the kingdom and will of Jesus extends to every 

corner of the earth. O, I know, that seems long way off. And yet Jesus asks us to look at a 

tree with the first green of leaves on it and imagine fruit.  

Hope is not the sort of cliched optimism that ignores the enormity of the tasks ahead or the 

roadblocks that stand in our path – covid is still here, the diocese of Chelmsford still has 

financial challenges, the planet is still heating up. And hope is not wishful idealism, that 

allows just to sit on the side-lines and shirk from the fight as if there were no action to take 

between now and the summer. There is a courage, an audacity to hope. Hope is looking at 

the presence of Jesus and the existence of small, struggling Christian communities like the 

one you’re part of, and seeing the possibility of justice like the first buds of spring, and 

acting on the belief that one day God will put the world to rights and there will be a harvest 

of fruit like no one has ever seen before. Elsewhere in the bible, Peter dreams of a day when 

people will approach Christians and ask them how on earth they are able to have this hope, 

which is so characteristic of those who have been with Jesus. 

Every time you look at your Christmas tree let the green of it inspire you to hope. Every time 

you take a glass or plastic bauble and put it on your Christmas tree, remind yourself that real 

fruit will one day hang from real branches. Make your Christmas tree a symbol of hope. 

Because hope is the main thing the world needs right now. 

 


