Luke 13.1-9 – Lent 3C - SVLC – March 7, 2010
Sisters and Brothers in Christ, what a rich and poignant Gospel text we have before us today!  In the first part, Jesus has highlighted two forms of suffering -- by citing two tragic current events -- and asks both times, are the people who suffered somehow deserving of what they got?  We could pretty much replace the events that Jesus cites with events of our lifetime.  “At that very time there were some present who told Jesus about the Americans who were killed at Pearl Harbor, or died at the Pentagon on 9/11. He asked them, ‘Do you think that because these Americans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Americans?  Or those 708 who were killed two weeks ago when the earthquake hit Chile-- do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others living in the land?’” 
All the time, throughout history, humans are tempted to assign “God’s will” to explain tragic things that happen.  Earthquake hits?  God’s will.  Friend dies of cancer? God’s will.  AIDS epidemic?  God’s will.  Terrorist attacks? God’s will. Tsunamis, hurricanes, car accidents?  God’s will.  I always get uncomfortable when we try to pretend we know the mind of God.  The book of Isaiah (among other places in Scripture) helps me with this.  Ch. 55: “For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says the LORD.”  In other words, we can never know the mind of God, and so it’s best not to try.  All we can do is our best to be faithful, living daily in the covenant of our baptisms…which brings me to Jesus response to these rhetorical questions in our text.  
 Both times Jesus responds, “No, I tell you [those who died were not worse sinners or offenders than you]; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did."  Repentance is at the heart of our lesson today, it’s at the heart of our baptismal covenants, it’s at the heart of our lives as Jesus followers, it’s at the heart of this Lenten season.  REPENT or else you’ll perish, just as they did.
I don’t believe it’s at all out of line with Lutheran theology or the Gospel of Luke’s overarching theme to suggest to you today that repentance should be equated with forgiving.  In other words Jesus is saying, “Unless you FORGIVE, you will all perish just as they did.”

How are you doing with forgiving?  Forgiving others, forgiving yourself, maybe even forgiving God if you believe God has wronged you somehow?  How’s forgiveness going for you?

We pray for it every week when we hold hands and sing.  “Give us the strength, God, to forgive…just as you’ve forgiven us.”  Interesting…that Jesus taught us to pray, not for all the others who need help, but for ourselves.  How’s forgiveness going for you? 

I once heard someone say something about forgiveness that I never forgot and find myself repeating all the time.  She said, “If your parents didn’t love you the way you think they should have loved you, it’s because they didn’t know any better.  And you need to let it go.”  What a bold statement about forgiveness and about moving on.  And as we think about our Gospel texts here, imagine the tragedies that are cited more metaphorically, and this will all just erupt with meaning and relevance:

Bad stuff happens.  It just does.  God’s will or not--don’t get caught up in that because that’s trying to know God’s mind.   When bad stuff happens.  Pray for the strength to forgive, in other words, repent or else you’ll be crushed like a tower or like Pilate and the Romans crushed the Galileans.  If you don’t “let it go,” if we don’t forgive, then anger or jealousy or fear or guilt just take us over, those feelings topple down on us and we will perish…and it will kill us, maybe not physically, but spiritually and emotionally, it will prevent the life in the Spirit that God intends for each of us.  
Sisters and brothers in Christ, this Gospel text might come off at first as a very harsh command (like the advice I heard about forgiving our parents), but I read it to be liberating, life giving and even joyous.  This isn’t about getting right or righteous with God.  You already are.  God is offering us something here, during these rainy days:  God is offering us the opportunity to forgive like we’ve never forgiven before.  Forgive those who have wronged you.  So often that means family members.  And it’s easier said than done.  Believe me, I know.  Forgive your leaders (Don’t stop taking action or expressing yourself…but ultimately forgive your leaders).  Forgive yourself [pause].  Might be the hardest one of all.     

Lent is a rainy time, it is the springtime, and that means messiness.  [pause] And that means new life.  Another chance at life and growth.  I followed my own Ash Wednesday sermon suggestion and got in the garden yesterday before the rain came, planting, turning the soil, pulling up weeds and dead roots…and praying about forgiveness.  

The second part of our Gospel text is a wonderful reminder that Jesus gives us more time (“give that tree another year to bear fruit”) -- and that’s what grace is: more time.  There’s still time, friends,  (God doesn’t care how old you are) there’s still time to plant, still time water, still time to grow (both deeper and higher).  There’s still time to repent, still time to forgive.  And this is the gift of Lent.  Thanks be to God.  AMEN.  

REMEMBERING WALTER OESTREICH

Blessed be the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the source of all mercy and the God of all consolation, who comforts us in all our sorrows so that we can comfort others in their sorrows with the

consolation we ourselves have received from God.

A reading from the OT book of Psalms:

I lift up my eyes to the hills; from where is my help to come?

My help comes from the LORD, the maker of heaven and earth
the LORD watches over you; 

the LORD is your shade at your right hand;

the sun will not strike you by day, nor the moon by night.

The LORD will preserve you from all evil and will keep your life.

The LORD will watch over your going out and your coming in,

from this time forth forevermore. 

A reading from the NT book of Hebrews:
Since we are surrounded by so great a cloud of witnesses, let us also lay aside every weight and the sin that clings so

closely, and let us run with perseverance the race that is set before us, looking to Jesus the pioneer and perfecter of

our faith, who for the sake of the joy that was set before him endured the cross, disregarding its shame, and has

taken his seat at the right hand of the throne of God. 
Let us pray, O God, we remember with thanksgiving those who have loved and served you on earth, who now rest

from their labors, especially Walter. Keep us in union with him and with all your saints, and bring us with them to the

joyous feast of heaven; bless this quilt, that it might be a source of comfort for Mary and Mark and their families, and a reminder of your promises of everlasting grace and love, through Jesus Christ, our Savior and Lord.  Amen.

