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If you’ve been watching the news recently you will be aware that some amazing things have 

been happening in Colombia as the Colombian Government, headed by President Juan 

Manuel Santos, and the left-wing FARC guerrilla group finally came to terms after 52 years of 

brutal conflict. In fact the Nobel Peace prize was this year awarded to President Santos, "for 

his resolute efforts to bring the country's more than 50-year-long civil war to an end". During 

the course of the insurgency hundreds of thousands of Colombians have been killed and or 

kidnapped and millions have been displaced. FARC, inspired by the Cuban Revolution, was 

formed in the 1960s in response to massive inequality and brutal government repression. 

Largely composed of small farmers and land workers, FARC largely funded itself through the 

years by producing cocaine, which flooded into the US. The United States Government 

responded by supporting the Colombian Government both financially and militarily, often 

sending in their own special forces to join the fight. American support eventually turned the 

tide. The CIA’s co-ordinated assassinations of FARC leaders in particular weakened the 

guerrillas with the effect that they became more open to the idea of striking a peace deal. It 

took several years for the backchannel discussions to produce the desired fruit, but in a 

dramatic ceremony just a couple of weeks ago President Santos and FARC leader Rodrigo 

Londoño signed a peace agreement by which FARC committed to lay down its arms and 

participate in a transitional justice process toward reintegration. The signing ceremony was 

attended by dignitaries from the United States, Mexico, El Salvador, Uruguay, Cuba and the 

United Nations. In his speech UN Secretary General Ban Ki Moon said, “Today, Colombians 

are bidding farewell to decades of flames, and sending up a bright flare of hope that 

illuminates the entire world.” The drama of the ceremony was enhanced by the fact that, as 

with ourselves on Yom Kippur, everyone wore white and the pens used to sign the document 

were made from recycled bullets once used in the conflict.  An inscription on the side of the 

pens reads: "Bullets wrote our past. Education, our future." Indeed, the Yom Kippur theme 

was to be found in more than just the white clothes of the participants and the white décor of 

the stage, but in their language of reconciliation and repentance. As one of the FARC leaders 

has commented, it was important in the name of peace that they took responsibility for 

everything that they had done, including the many atrocities that they had committed in the 

name of their cause: “What we have said is that, in this process, we have to assume our 

responsibilities and we have shown that we are ready to do so. The agreement on the issue 

of victims, that is the way Colombia society has to go forward in order to build reconciliation. 

We are ready to assume that part of the responsibility that corresponds to us. We repent 

everything, not just the war but things that we have done in life. But beyond my personal 

case, one has to put this into political context. Personally, yes of course, there are always 

things to repent. We would like to rewind the movie, not to have been part of those 

situations. We made decisions that in the heat of the moment we thought were fair and 

necessary, because otherwise there would have been great consequences for own forces. 

And then, in hindsight, one does see things differently. But you have to see them in the 

context that they actually happened.”  
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Whether or not Colombia can emerge from this conflict into an era of peace and, hopefully, 

prosperity for all, is still in question as a referendum which was expected to endorse the deal 

was unexpectedly lost by the Government. There are millions of people in Colombia who 

have suffered terribly at the hands of FARC who are not willingly to forgive and forget and in 

whose throats the peace deal stuck because it offered immunity to those who had committed 

atrocities. President Santos has vowed that he will not let the opportunity for peace slip by, 

however painful the concessions may prove to be. The uncertainty that the NO vote in the 

referendum has caused will no doubt test the FARC’s declarations that the armed conflict is 

over. We can only hope that Colombia, a country in which war and atrocity have been 

effectively habitualised over the course of half a century, can find a way forward and leave 

that state of conflict behind. But as the Yirmeyahu 13:23 says, “Can an Ethiopian change his 

skin? or a leopard its spots? If they can, then you can do good, who are so accustomed to 

doing evil.” The Bible contains many other verses which similarly doubt the ability of people 

to change because their nature is so hard wired toward evil. Mishlei 26:11, for instance, 

declares that “Just as a dog returns to his vomit, a fool repeats his folly.” Indeed, in quoting 

this verse Kefa expands upon it by adding that, ““The pig washed itself, only to wallow in the 

mud!” Yeshua too appears to endorse these sentiments. “Every healthy tree,” he said, 

“produces good fruit, but a poor tree produces bad fruit. A healthy tree cannot bear bad fruit, 

or a poor tree good fruit.” And then, he solemnly adds: “Any tree that does not produce 

good fruit is cut down and thrown in the fire! So you will recognize them by their fruit.” We’ve 

got three large trees I our garden, two apples and one pear tree. Each year for the nearly 

twenty years we’ve lived at Northdene Road the apple trees have produced some apples – 

some years more than others, of course, but they have never failed to produce some good 

fruit. The same cannot be said of the pear tree however. Every year it has followed the same 

pattern. When spring arrives it buds nicely enough. In fact it’s very pretty when it’s in bud! But 

then something happens. Many of its leaves begin to turn black, as do many of the buds that 

manage to turn into little pears. They shrivel up and die. Those pears which stay the course 

are invariably rotten inside. You definitely wouldn’t want to eat one! No doubt someone 

more green-fingered than I, with knowledge of how to treat pear tree disease, would be able 

to tell me what to do to fix the problem, but as it is our pear tree produces bad fruit year in 

and year out because there’s something fundamentally wrong with the tree itself. It’s 

diseased and left to itself shall ever remain so. No, our pear tree cannot bear good fruit. Like 

the leopard it cannot change its spots!  

 

When you think about it my pear tree is a bit like us all. Left to our own devices, in our natural 

fallen state which makes sin an inevitability in our lives, we are like diseased trees. Indeed, one 

of the purposes of Yom Kippur is to cause us to reflect upon this fact. The Days of Awe which 

culminated on Yom Kippur are days during which we are brought face to face with the reality 

that we aren’t as holy and righteous as we may like to think we are. As again Mishlei 26:12 

reminds us,  “Do you see someone who thinks himself wise? There is more hope for a fool 

than for him!” The problem that this verse touches upon is our capacity toward self-delusion. 

As believers in particular we can begin to think that because we regularly attend church or 
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synagogue, because we raise our hands in worship, join in enthusiastically with prayers for 

‘the lost’, trot out words like ‘Amen’ and ‘Halleluyah’ or phrases like ‘praise the Lord’ or ‘glory 

to God’ at the drop of a hat, that we are somehow intrinsically holy or righteous – that we are 

better than the rest of humanity, those ungodly sinners! And then come the Days of Awe to 

remind us that actually the holiness and righteousness that God is looking for are not really 

about those things at all. For as Yeshua said, ““Not everyone who says to me, ‘Lord, Lord!’ will 

enter the Kingdom of Heaven, only those who do what my Father in heaven wants. On that 

Day, many will say to me, ‘Lord, Lord! Didn’t we prophesy in your name? Didn’t we expel 

demons in your name? Didn’t we perform many miracles in your name?’ Then I will tell them 

to their faces, ‘I never knew you! Get away from me, you workers of lawlessness!” Don’t you 

think it’s curious that Yeshua would say this right after his comments about bad trees being 

unable to produce good fruit? His point is surely therefore that the fruit that God is looking 

for in our lives do not consist of the things that characterise so much of contemporary 

believing culture. We live in an age when it seems that so many believers are chasing after 

miracles, signs and wonders, the casting out of demons, prophesying, speaking in tongues, 

being slain in the spirit and so on and so forth, all of which are understood to indicate the 

power and presence of God. And yet Yeshua portrays these things as bad fruit – or at least 

not the kind of fruit that he is looking for as evidence of true spirituality and holiness. For “I 

will tell them to their faces,” he says, “I never knew you. Get away from me, you workers of 

lawlessness.” Indeed, the Days of Awe reinforce the intent of Yeshua’s words. The words of 

the Yom Kippur liturgy especially bring us down to size and remind us that what Hashem 

considers to be good fruit, and what He is therefore looking for in our lives, is, as Rav Shaul 

explains, “love, joy, peace, patience, kindness, goodness, faithfulness, humility, self control”. 

All these are fruit, he says, that accord with the keeping of Torah. And yet sadly, this is not the 

kind of fruit that we find growing in abundance on the branches of our lives are they? Our 

love is all far to partial and self-interested. We often choose the path of conflict and 

disagreement over that of peace – we gravitate toward arguments rather than trying to 

defuse them. Our capacity to persuade ourselves that we are patient, self-controlled people 

while flying off the handle at the smallest provocation never ceases to amaze! Our 

performance of good deeds all too often depends on convenience - whether we have the 

time, how much out of pocket we might be and or how likeable the object of our altruism 

may be in our eyes. We are faithful only until the point when a relationship no longer serves 

our purposes and we manage to persuade ourselves that we are humble while at the same 

time we look down on others as being beneath ourselves. Yes, Yom Kippur unequivocally 

brings us down to earth with a big fat bump! The truth is that, as we are, we are not good 

trees producing good fruit. Left to our own devices we are bad trees producing bad fruit.  As 

Yeshua said, “Each tree is recognized by its own fruit — figs aren’t picked from thorn bushes, 

nor grapes from a briar patch. The good person produces good things from the store of 

good in his heart, while the evil person produces evil things from the store of evil in his heart. 

For his mouth speaks what overflows from his heart.” What’s overflowed from you mouth this 

past year? What kind of tree are you?  
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At this point we might be tempted to despair. After all, can a leopard change its spots? Can a 

bad tree change its fruit? Moreover, as Yochanan the Immerser warned us, ““You snakes! 

Who warned you to escape the coming punishment? If you have really turned from your sins 

to God, produce fruit that will prove it! And don’t suppose you can comfort yourselves by 

saying, ‘Avraham is our father’! For I tell you that God can raise up for Avraham sons from 

these stones! Already the axe is at the root of the trees, ready to strike; every tree that 

doesn’t produce good fruit will be chopped down and thrown in the fire!” That’s a bit 

sobering isn’t it? And yet as much as Yom Kippur brings us down to size, it also lifts us up. For 

the message of Yom Kippur is also a message of hope. It is, after all, the Day of Atonement. 

As Hashem said, “For on this day, atonement will be made for you to purify you; you will be 

clean before Adonai from all your sins.” The point of Yom Kippur isn’t to leave us drowning in 

our sins, but to lift us up out of them. The purpose of Yom Kippur isn’t to leave us feeling 

condemned and hopeless, but to reveal Hashem’s redemption and give us a new lease of life! 

For as we read in Shemot 34:6, “Hashem is G-d, merciful and compassionate, slow to anger, 

rich in grace and truth”. In fact, a simple study reveals that this statement is a constant refrain 

throughout the Tanakh, appearing again in Bmidbar 14:18, Yoel 2:13, Yonah 4:2, Nahum 1:3, 

Psalms 86, 103, 145. You know, I think Hashem really wants us to grasp that He is merciful and 

compassionate, slow to anger, rich in grace and truth! Don’t you? Yechezkel 33:11 therefore 

says, “‘As I live,’ swears Adonai Elohim, ‘I take no pleasure in having the wicked person die, 

but in having the wicked person turn from his way and live. So repent! Turn from your evil 

ways! For why should you die, house of Isra’el?’” The purpose of Yom Kippur is life, not death. 

And the key to that changearound is repentance. On the surface that word is a little 

forbidding isn’t it? It conjures up images of flagellation, prostration, self-hatred and 

abasement before a masochistic God who might just consider grudgingly forgiving you after 

you’ve suffered plenty – and, let’s face it, who would want to go there? It’s enough to put you 

off the idea altogether. But doing teshuvah isn’t some unattainable idea, it is actually simply 

about changing your behaviour. It’s positive, practical and achievable. As Rav Shaul says, “as 

your former way of life is concerned, you must strip off your old nature, because your old 

nature is thoroughly rotted by its deceptive desires; and you must let your spirits and minds 

keep being renewed, and clothe yourselves with the new nature created to be godly, which 

expresses itself in the righteousness and holiness that flow from the truth. Therefore, 

stripping off falsehood, let everyone speak truth with his neighbor, because we are intimately 

related to each other as parts of a body. Be angry, but don’t sin — don’t let the sun go down 

before you have dealt with the cause of your anger; otherwise you leave room for the 

Adversary. The thief must stop stealing; instead, he should make an honest living by his own 

efforts. This way he will be able to share with those in need. Let no harmful language come 

from your mouth, only good words that are helpful in meeting the need, words that will 

benefit those who hear them. Don’t cause grief to God’s Ruach HaKodesh, for he has 

stamped you as his property until the day of final redemption. Get rid of all bitterness, rage, 

anger, violent assertiveness and slander, along with all spitefulness. Instead, be kind to each 

other, tenderhearted; and forgive each other, just as in the Messiah God has also forgiven 

you.” What therefore does repentance look like? If I may paraphrase, it looks like working 
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honestly for a living and being truthful; repentant people make peace and speak kindly to 

others, using words that build up and encourage; repentant people refuse to be bitter, angry 

or domineering; neither do they slander other people or are spiteful toward them. Repentant 

people are kind to others, tenderhearted and forgiving. In other words repentance is 

something that can be seen; it is evidentially based because it touches other peoples lives 

and helps to make the world a better place to live in. And that’s why Yochanan the Immerser 

said: “Whoever has two coats should share with somebody who has none, and whoever has 

food should do the same”. Now that’s repentance! Actually that’s what the Torah looks like! 

And this is the kind of good fruit that Yeshua approves of and is looking for in our lives! As he 

said to the Prushim he wants to see “justice, mercy and trust”.  

Does that sound like you? Are you living that kind of repentance, one that brings healing to 

the world around you? No a tree cannot change its fruit and a leopard cannot change its 

spots all by itself, but “with God all things are possible”. Moreover, “if anyone is united with 

the Messiah, he is a new creation — the old has passed; look, what has come is fresh and 

new!” Repentance opens the door to inner renewal. Because of what Messiah has done the 

old dead, diseased tree can be cured and begin to produce good fruit. Which is precisely why 

five days after Yom Kippur we celebrate Sukkot – a festival of the harvest. The lulav and Etrog 

which we hold in our hands at this time challenge us to commit to a repentant lifestyle. Thus 

the date palm has taste but no scent; the myrtle has scent but no taste; the willow has neither 

scent nor taste, and finally, the etrog, has both scent and taste. How are we challenged by 

this?  We are to aim toward the fruitfulness that is exemplified by the Etrog – a fruit with both 

taste and fragrance. An Etrog person is someone who walks the talk. Someone who has good 

works springing up from his or her encounter with the grace of Hashem as it has been 

delivered to us through Mashiach Yeshua. Let us think about this as we celebrate Sukkot this 

year.  Let there be fruit of repentance in our lives!  As Rav Shaul instructed us let us turn from 

our sins to God and then do deeds consistent with that repentance. 


