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Sermon                   Sunday 24 March 2019 
 
 
Lessons   Isaiah 55: 1 – 9  1 Corinthians 10: 1 – 13 
     St Luke 13: 1 – 9 
 
 
Prayer of Illumination 
 
God of eternity, manifest in creation’s complexities, in the discoveries of science 
in the depths of poetry, and, supremely, in the sacredness of love; bless our 
meditations, guide and enflame our thinking.   Amen. 
 
 
 

 
Jesus said, ‘I tell you….unless you repent, you will all perish 

just as they did’.   He was speaking to a crowd; the Gospel of 

Luke suggests a crowd of many thousands.   In hostile tones, 

some in the crowd asked Jesus about His fellow Galileans 

who, having been murdered, had their blood mingled with 

their temple sacrifices.   Their blood was mixed by no less 

than the hand of the Roman Governor, Pontius Pilate.   The 

crowd asked Jesus if those Galileans were worse sinners 

than all other Galileans; in a word, had they brought it on 

themselves?   Jesus replied, ‘No, I tell you; but unless you 

repent, you will all perish as they did’.    
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Jesus turned to the terrible event of the collapse of the 

Tower of Siloam when eighteen people were killed.   The 

tower was situated in south Jerusalem.   Jesus asked the 

crowd, ‘Do you think that they were worse offenders than all 

the others living in Jerusalem?’   In other words, was it 

something they did which deserved this outcome?   Jesus 

replied, ‘No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all 

perish just as they did’.    

 

In His face to face conversation with the crowd, Jesus was 

asking them, ‘Do you think those who died in unjust and 

brutal ways, or those who died because of a tragic event, did 

so because in some sense they deserved it?’   The crowd was 

asking Jesus if the defilement of the Galileans delivered by 

Pilate was a punishment from God?   In His retort, Jesus 

asked the crowd if those crushed by the falling debris of 

Siloam’s tower died as a punishment by God for their 

wrongs?     
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In the Book of Job, found on the lips of Job’s friends and in 

parts of the Book of Deuteronomy, there is a strict theology 

which blames the victim.   In this theological perspective, the 

victim’s disobedience or wickedness provoked God’s 

wrathful reprisal.   Either through an enemy agent, like 

Pilate, or a disaster, such as the falling tower, the 

disobedient or wicked person is killed.    

 

This is difficult and erroneous theology.   Let me be clear:  

never can we claim that those who died a brutal death or as 

a result of a natural disaster did so because of God’s justice 

and wrath were offended.   Some might say that such a God 

was a monster.   As we think of tragedies around the world, 

we can never say that such events, that those who died, in 

some sense, were being punished by God.   Jesus said, ‘No, I 

tell you’.  

 

Through the history of Jewish and Christian theology, there 

is a strain of thought in which God is held directly 
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accountable for everything that happens:  good or bad.   In 

such thinking, everything is suited for our salvation.   When 

we reflect on some of the terrible things that can happen to 

people, we must, must resist this psychologically destructive 

theology.   Paradoxically, that all-embracing theology is 

intended to comfort people:  in other words, everything is in 

God’s hands and we have nothing to fear; everything is for 

our gain and salvation.   The theology is attempting to 

account for the nature of the world.   While the motive is 

sound, it is not a theology which I can stomach.   Jesus said, 

‘No, I tell you’.  

 

Yet, when bad things do happen, it is an instinctive question 

to ask, ‘Why has this happened to me?’   Rationally, we may 

know it to be a silly question but, emotionally, we will feel it.   

In his book, When Bad Things Happen to Good People, Rabbi 

Harold Kushner reflects on the death of his son, Aaron, who 

at the age of three was diagnosed with progeria (a rapid 
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ageing disease); Aaron died aged 14.   On first hearing the 

diagnosis, Kushner said that: 

 
I mostly felt a deep, aching sense of unfairness. 
It didn’t make sense.   I had been a good person. 
I tried to do what was right in the sight of God. 
More than that, I was living a more religiously 
committed life than most people I knew, people 
who had large, healthy families. 
 

 
From this gut reaction, Kushner went on to challenge the 

psalmist.   The psalmist wrote: 

 
  How great are Your deeds, O Lord, 
  Your thoughts are very deep. 
  The ignorant man does not comprehend them, 
  Nor does the fool understand them. 
  When the wicked spring up like grass, 
  And workers of iniquity flourish, 
  It is that they may be destroyed forever…. 
  The righteous shall flourish like the palm tree, 
  And grow mighty like a cedar of Lebanon…. 
 
 
Kushner said that these words may be a masterpiece of 

devotional literature, but there is a lot of wishful thinking in 

this theology.   For Kushner, the righteous do not always 

flourish like the palm tree.   Poignantly, he writes, ‘Some 
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good people die unfulfilled; others find length of days to be 

more a punishment than a privilege.   The world is not as 

neat as the psalmist would have us believe!’ 

 

In his reflection on the seeming randomness of life, Kushner 

writes of split-second decisions which change the future for 

ever.   Writing in 1981, he says: 

 
 To grab a gun and shoot innocent people is irrational, 
 unreasonable behaviour, but I can understand that. 
 What I cannot understand is why Mrs Smith should be 
 walking on that street at that moment, while Mrs  
 Brown chooses to step into a shop on a whim and saves 
 her life.   Why should Mr Jones happen to be crossing 
 the street, presenting a perfect target to the mad 
 marksman, while Mr Green, who never has more than 
 one cup of coffee for breakfast, chooses to linger over 
 a second cup that morning and is still indoors when 
 the shooting starts?   
  
 
I wonder if, in New Zealand, there are stories of a 

worshipper who, at the last minute, chose not to go to the 

mosque that day or, worse, a worshipper who had not been 

for months but chose to join the community that day?   Over 

700 people have died in the cyclone that has torn through 



 7 

Mozambique, Zimbabwe and Malawi:  are there individual 

stories of split-second decisions which have changed lives 

for ever? 

 

Following Aaron’s years of illness and early death, living 

through that suffering, Kushner said that he had become a 

more sensitive person, a more effective pastor and a more 

sympathetic counselor than he would otherwise have been 

but that he would give it all up in a second if he could have 

his son back.   Kushner came to understand that the question 

is not, ‘Why did this happen to me?’ but ‘Now that this has 

happened to me, what am I going to do about it?’   Bad things 

that happen to us have no meaning, but we can give them 

meaning.    

 

In his book For Those I Loved, the Holocaust survivor, Martin 

Gray, writes of how he rebuilt his life after the concentration 

camp.   Then, one day, his wife and children were killed in a 

forest fire in southern France.   Gray said that many people 
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wanted an investigation into what caused the fire and who 

was to blame?   Instead, he chose to spend his energy and 

resources in protecting forests from fire.   Gray said an 

inquiry would focus on fault, negligence and the past.   He 

wanted his life to be for something, not against something.    

 

We are treading on tender and holy ground and this is no 

place for trite answers.   Kushner says that, ‘Illnesses, 

accidents, human tragedies kill people.   But they do not 

necessarily kill life or faith’.   God neither causes nor 

prevents tragedies.   God is outraged by tragedies, and cries 

with those who cry.   In the Jewish tradition, it is said that 

‘human beings are God’s language’.   What words, then, do 

we speak:  love, kindness and compassion?   And do we build 

something positive?    

 

When Jesus said to the crowd, ‘I tell you….unless you repent, 

you will all perish just as they did’, He was not referring to 

punishment by God but to the deteriorating relationship 
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which the Jewish people had with the Roman authorities.   In 

66CE, Rome razed Jerusalem to the ground.   The destruction 

of the temple and of the city was not punishment by God; it 

happened because of human failings. 

 

I wonder if you noticed something quite significant in St 

Paul’s Letter to the Corinthians.   On one level, the apostle 

employs the Deuteronomic theology that God strikes down 

those with whom God is displeased (St Paul was wrong!) 

but, on a deeper level, the apostle believed that their Jewish 

ancestors were fed and nourished by Christ in the desert.   

The Hebrews had drunk from the rock.   In Judaism, water is 

a metaphor for Torah, the teaching of God.   For Paul, water 

is a metaphor for Jesus.   Through all the hardships, through 

the wilderness wandering, through all the deaths and 

suffering, the people were sustained by water:  by Torah, by 

the Christ.    
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With not a little suffering in his life, Rabbi Kushner says that 

God does not cause a calamity, ‘but He gives us the strength 

and the perseverance to overcome it’.   Through the gifts of 

love, sunlight, kindness, and newfound meaning, God 

sustains us, and walks with us.   Life is not fair but God is 

intimately present with us. 

 

Amen. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


