
Lent III 2013 
  
 
Try to imagine with me the first century incident reported in Luke’s 
Gospel involving Jesus as it might have taken place today: 
  
“There were some present who told Jesus about 19 worshipers at a 
mosque in Afghanistan, killed by a suicide bomber. He asked them, 
‘Do you think that because these Afghans suffered in this way they 
were worse sinners than all other Afghans? No, I tell you; but unless 
you repent, you will all perish just as they did; or those thousand 
injured when the meteor struck in Russia, do you think they were 
worse offenders than all the others living in Russia? No, I tell you; but 
unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did’”. 
  
It’s easier, I think, to shrug off some of the more dire Bible warnings 
when they come wrapped in the culture, the lives, and the customs of 
people 2,000 years ago. 
  
Re-imagining them, using today’s headlines, not only gives them more 
immediacy, but also drives home the truths that while cultures and 
customs may change, God’s answer to the enigma of human suffering 
is the same – yesterday, today, and tomorrow. 
  
Bad things happen, through natural disasters, accidents, and the 
abuse and misuse of human free will. As a result, people suffer and 
people die – the innocent and the not so innocent; or, as Jesus once 
said, “God makes the sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends 
rain on the righteous and the unrighteous.” 
  
And yet despite this and other passages carrying the same message, 
the belief was still firmly rooted in first century Judaism that when 
people were singled out for punishment, be it by an act of human 
violence – and especially so called “acts of God” or natural disasters – 
that they had probably done something to deserve God’s wrath. In 
first century Jerusalem, the prevailing belief was that there were no 
truly “innocent” victims. And this thinking is clearly what led those in 
today’s Gospel to tell Jesus about the Galileans killed by Pilate as they 
were worshiping. What they wanted and probably expected from Jesus 
was confirmation of their belief that those Galileans killed had in some 
way sinned and were therefore the victims of divine retribution, using 
Pilate to carry out the punishment. 
  



This would allow those reporting the incident to breathe a sigh of 
relief, thinking, “Whew, I dodged another bullet! I’m still alive and you 
know what that means: I’m OK with God and can just go on living my 
life as usual, making no changes.” 
  
But instead of getting the reassurance and “pat on the back” they 
expected, they got quite the tongue lashing from Jesus, who sees right 
through their arrogant and presumptuous motive in telling Him about 
the murdered Galileans. Bursting their little bubble of complacency and 
smug self-assurance, He first lets them know that the death of the 
Galileans had nothing to do with whatever they sins they may have 
committed. And then, to drive His point home, Jesus picks a 
completely random accident from the headlines of the “Jerusalem 
Journal” about a tower in Siloam suddenly collapsing and killing 18 
people. 
  
So – Jesus seems to be saying to the crowd – by this time, I would 
suspect, an increasingly nervous crowd – “So, in both cases, one an 
act of murder and the other a pure accident, what you’d like to believe 
and have me confirm is that all of these victims deserved to die 
because they were worse sinners than everyone else living in 
Jerusalem? Oh, and just because you’re all standing here today “alive 
and well” that you’re “righteous” with God and have no need to change 
your lives in any way? That’s your story? And you’re sticking with it? 
Really? Well, I hate to be the bearer of what may seem like ‘bad news’ 
– so think of it as ‘good news’ – good news for your soul. You may be 
alive but you’re far from well. Because ‘alive’ is but a physical state of 
your mortal body, while ‘wellness’ has to do with the spiritual state of 
your eternal soul. And unless you send less time in smug complacency 
while judging others and more time getting your own spiritual house in 
order…you’re all going to perish just as they did.” 
  
And at this point, aren’t we tempted to say, “Whoa! Time out, Jesus!” 
Because, remember this warning is for our ears as well. If we don’t 
repent, we’re going to die…just as they did? 
  
I have to tell you, until a few days ago, this passage was always a 
stumbling block for me. Frankly, I had never understood it. Of course, 
we’re all going to die some day – I get that – but “just as they did?” 
What? If I don’t repent, I’m going to be killed by Pilate? Or be crushed 
under the tower of Siloam? Not likely! Pilate’s been dead for 2,000 
years, and Siloam? It’s an archaeological dig in Israel. 
  



To which Jesus says, “Wes! Wes! Please don’t be such a literalist!” And 
that was me last week, a puzzled literalist looking once again at this 
confounding passage and thinking you know I think maybe I’ll just 
“wimp out” again and preach on 1st Corinthians. And at that moment, 
God had mercy and something “clicked”. And that something was one 
of the petitions from our Great Litany that we heard two weeks ago 
asking that our Good Lord might deliver us from “all oppression, 
conspiracy and rebellion… (Wait for it!)…violence, battle, and 
murder, and from dying suddenly unprepared”! “Dying suddenly and 
unprepared” -- this is exactly what happened to the worshipers 
murdered by Pilate and to the 18 at the Tower of Siloam, at least the 
“suddenly” part. 
  
Whether or not they were then prepared to meet God depended upon 
whether they had repented, whether they were in a right relationship 
with God when suddenly their lives ended. So when Jesus told the 
crowd in the Gospel, “Unless you repent, you will all perish as they 
did”, He wasn’t threatening a physical death should they fail to repent. 
From God’s perspective, our physical death is the last thing we should 
spend time stressing over. It’s something we will all one day 
experience because that’s how we were created. Jesus is much more 
concerned with our spiritual state at the moment of our death, and He 
could tell, I suspect, from their attitude and demeanor alone, that 
those who approached Him were far too bent on feeling good about 
themselves based upon the premature death of others, and were not 
focusing on their own need to respond and change their lives in 
response to God’s call. 
  
Essentially, the message Jesus had for His 1st century audience is the 
same one He has for us; don’t waste your precious time here on earth 
fretting over the “whys and wherefores” of what may have led to the 
deaths or misfortunes of others. Instead, focus on your own life and on 
what repentance, what changes God may be calling you to make in 
order to bear the fruits God expects from you before you leave His 
vineyard here on “this fragile earth, our island home” as it is called in 
our Eucharistic Prayer C. 
  
And while it is our hope that we will all have long lives in God’s 
vineyard here on earth, the parable of the fig tree tells us not only that 
God expects our lives to bear fruits which are worthy of repentance 
and change, but that our time to do so is not infinite. To me, the 
parable suggests that we, the baptized, should seek to live each day in 
whatever section we occupy in God’s vineyard as if it were our last. 
  



The real sin, if we can call it that, of the barren fig tree was not so 
much that it was doing anything bad or sinful, but that it was doing 
nothing at all except taking up space, using up water and manure, and 
wasting the labor of the gardener while producing nothing. 
  
Translating this from the land and language of Parables into our 
present reality, we can see it as applying to those who join faith 
communities but who contribute nothing and who sacrifice nothing for 
the growth of the church vineyard while accepting all the benefits of 
membership. In the parable, the vineyard owner’s reaction to the non-
producing tree is found in verse 7, where he says, “Cut it down; why 
should it be wasting the soil?” But the gardener, representing Christ, 
pleaded for an additional year, during which He would fertilize it and 
dig around it. 
  
And while we must not take the “one year” literally…regardless of how 
each of us sees ourselves today as one of those fig trees in God’s 
vineyard, already producing fruit like crazy, not producing at all, or 
somewhere in-between…we would all do well, I think, to reflect daily 
upon this transitory life; upon the gifts we’ve been blessed with and 
how or whether we are using them to bear fruits worthy of 
repentance; and to keep in mind this little story of a man who went to 
a fortune teller to ask if there were any golf courses in Heaven: 
  
After consulting the obligatory crystal ball, the fortune teller said, “I 
have good news and bad news.  The good news is that Heaven is full 
of beautiful golf courses with perfect weather and manicured greens 
where your putts will never ‘runneth over’”. “That’s wonderful”, the 
man replied, “What could possibly be the bad news?” “The bad news”, 
she said, “ Is that you’re teeing off tomorrow morning at 8.” 
  
You may not be a golfer, but we are each of us like fruit trees in God’s 
vineyard. In the year ahead, may we spend less time being anxious 
over things beyond our control and more time living each day in that 
vineyard as if it could be our last, and with the Great Litany in our 
hearts: 
  
“That it may please you Lord to give to all people increase of Grace to 
hear and receive Your Word, and to bring forth the fruits of the Spirit.” 
  
 
                                               Amen 
  
  


