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WHY ME, LORD?

Isaiah 55:1-9; Luke 13:1-9

November 13, 2011

Let's take the easy part first.  Let's apply Jesus' parable of the fig tree to the life of your congregation.  Then, after we've warmed up a bit, let's take on the hard question raised by the whole passage: what are we to think about tragedy?  What are we to do in response to suffering?  That is the question at the heart of all honest theology:  How can God be powerful and just and good and still allow tyrants to kill and towers to collapse on innocent passersby and disease to attack good people?

But first - about that fig tree.  Luke tells us that the owner of the vineyard and that fig tree had come looking for figs actually growing on it for three years running and had yet to find one.  Now, that tree was planted where it was planted so that it would produce.  The analogy is obvious enough.  Spirit of the Desert was planted here so that you would produce fruit.  You understand that as well as any congregation any of us knows of.

It's a nice thing if some folks nearby and far away know about you and, they take comfort in the fact that another church is operative, keeping the faith alive – even if they aren’t interested in being a part of it themselves.  Still, it's nice for folks who remember the church of their childhood to be reminded that the church is still alive ... that’s nice…like the comfort of the shade of a fig tree on a blazing summer afternoon.  Shade is nice.


And, that fig tree the owner came to see may well have blossomed every year and looked pretty and promising.  And, it's nice when a congregation of God's people blossom and look and sound for all the world like a group filled with the loving spirit of God, which is nothing to be taken lightly.  But the owner of that tree came looking for figs not for shade and not for pretty blossoms.  Our God comes to us again and again looking not for religious fervor but for concrete acts of loving kindness.  [And, let’s be clear: by “acts of loving kindness” we don’t mean charitable acts necessarily.  Spirit has been planted here – and we have to believe that God did the planting – so that you would bear fruit.  Our word for the fruit a church is meant to produce is mission.  The Church is mission, just as God is love.  Love is not all that God is, but love is the heart of the matter.  Mission is not all that the Church is, but it is the heart of the church, the essence of the Church.  Mission is the fruit we are meant by God to produce just as sure as Rembrandt was meant to produce art.  Another way to say it is: the church doesn’t have a mission; God’s mission has a church.  

All right.  Now we're warmed up.  Are you ready for the tough one?  Why me, Lord?  Why, dear God, are you treating me this way?  Why was I born to parents who were completely devoted to me?  Why was I blessed with a loving family both highly educated and affluent?  Why have I been so healthy all my life?  Why are my children (or grandchildren) so bright and happy?  Why is my job so rewarding, my home so comfortable?  Why me, Lord?  Why are you treating me this way?

No.  It's not often put that way, is it?  But, here’s what true: 
the mystery of undeserved blessing is at least as great
as the mystery of undeserved suffering.
And, when high achievers grow into spiritual maturity, high achievers realize that, above all, they have been high receivers.


Most of us ask, "Why me, Lord?" when we have suffered a disappointment, when we’ve faced trouble or run into what we take to be the unfairness of life.  Why me?  Why have I gotten the short end of the stick?  Why did I miss the honor roll by one lousy point?  Why did she get all the talent when I'm the one who loves to practice?  Why does he ask my friends out on dates, but not me?  Why did the company shut down the department I work for and not another someplace else?  Why did a drunken driver kill my best friend...my child?  Why must I die young?  I've tried to live a decent life.  Why is God doing this to me?  Or, why is God allowing this to happen to me?  Do I deserve it?  Let's look at the story and see what Jesus has to say.  Notice first how Jesus covers all the evil there is, both human evil and natural evil.

The human evil is the tyrant Pilate giving ordering the slaughter of those outsiders from Galilee come to Jerusalem to offer sacrifices to their God.  We know about tyrants still - Sadam Hussein, Ghadafi, Robert Mugabe, Assad – our modern day Pilates… we know about human evil still –  our most vivid example is the sickeningly successful attack on the Twin Towers on 9/11.  Another troubling example is the little child struck by a vehicle in China – 18 people saw him lying in street and passed him by.  The little boy died.  Then this week: the story of the sexual abuse of young boys by the pedophile coach at Penn State and the craven, feeble response to it by grown men who knew about it.  We know human evil.  Jesus speaks to it in this text. 
And, natural evil - a tower falling on the townsfolk who just happened to be walking by, people in the wrong place at the wrong time.  Natural evil like Hurricane Katrina or the tornado that ripped through Tuscaloosa… hurricane, flood, earthquake, wild fire.  They’re part of life.
And strangely, Jesus lumps all violence and suffering together, whether it is a random accident or a human atrocity.  It makes no difference to him: evil is evil, tragedy is tragedy, pain is pain, suffering.

And, the question is the same whether it is human evil or natural evil:

· were these Galileans worse sinners than all the other Galileans, is that why they got their throats cut?

· were those 18 Jerusalemites worse offenders than all the rest who lived there, is that why they “got theirs” when the tower fell on them?  
Is there is a higher proportion of sinners in Texas than in other states?  Is that why drought has struck them?  Was Tuscaloosa a more sinful city than the cities the twister passed by?  Were the people of the Tohoku region of Japan marked by God for tragedy?  Over 20,000 of them died.  
Jesus gives the short answer to such questions: "No."  We need to get a grip on this text and spread that word because people are always asking the question, What did I do to deserve this?  Why does God let bad things happen to good people?  If we don’t ask the question ourselves, we’ll hear it from others.
This is not the only record of Jesus denying the connection between sin and tragedy.  On another occasion when the question comes up, he says: God makes the sun to shine on the good and the bad; God causes rain to fall on the just and the unjust (Matthew 5:45).  That's all.  Both the good and the bad get both sun and rain.  Folks want sunshine for the family reunion on Sunday, but the farmer needs rain at long last for his crop.  Ski resorts love a big snow but, the invalid may need an ambulance.  Someone is bound to be disappointed.  That's life.

Another time (this is in John’s gospel) his disciples asked him, Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind (John 9:2)?  Jesus answers, "Neither one."  We want an explanation.  There must be some correlation between sin and misfortune, between bad people and bad luck.  We want an explanation and want it to say something to satisfy our sense of justice… our God-given sense of justice.
Are the Galileans that Pilate had murdered and the 18 on whom the tower fell worse sinners than the rest of us?  Jesus says, "No."  And he offers no further explanation.  Instead he tells them... he tells us ...what we ought to be worrying about.  As terrible as Pilate's atrocity was, as awful as that tower collapsing and killing 18 people was, as momentously tragic as those events and others like them have been and will be, as troubling as those things are, there is something else that should be troubling you even more, Jesus says, for unless you repent, you will all likewise perish.  When we repent, what we do is turn our life in a new direction; we take a new course with our life, a course that opens our life to God.  When we refuse to repent, we close down the channels God can take into our lives.  So, Jesus is saying to us: Look, what you’re doing is putting God on trial here; but what you really need to do is to take a serious look at your own lives.  Jesus always seems to know which questions matter most and which questions serve only to divert us from the primary question, from ultimate question, which is not, why do bad things happen to good people but, how do we stand before God?

How do we stand before this God we have met in Jesus and found to be a self-giving God, a God of mercy and compassion?  Jesus knew that when a tyrant kills innocents, God's heart is the first to break.  When a natural disaster strikes, God's eyes are the first to fill with tears.

William Barclay, a renowned British biblical scholar, whose books so many Presbyterians have used for study over the years, writes about the great tragedy of his life.  Barclay's twenty-one year old daughter and her fiancée were both drowned in a boating accident.  He writes about it: God did not stop that accident at sea, but God did still the storm in my own heart so that somehow my wife and I came through that terrible time still on our own two feet.
He got an anonymous letter (which is to say, a cowardly letter):  "Dear Dr. Barclay, I know why God killed your daughter; it was to save her from corruption by your heresies."  

And Barclay's response was this: I know now why God killed your daughter?  That - the accidental destruction of the beautiful and the good – that was the will of God?  If I had the writer's address, I would have written back, not in anger, -- the inevitable blaze of anger was over in a flash, -- but in pity.  And I would have said to him, as John Wesley said to someone, "Your god is my devil."  The day my daughter was lost at sea, there was sorrow in the heart of God.

No.  The God we know in Jesus Christ does not deserve to be put on trial by you and me.  We must learn to look at accidents in the light of God, rather than looking at God in the light of accidents.  The Tower of Siloam and Pilate's atrocity were real experiences but, they were not final reality.  Jesus' point is that what happens to us is not the most important part of life.  How we respond to those things is what matters more.

When we say the Apostles’ Creed, as most of us here have done hundreds of times over the years, we say, Jesus was crucified, died and was buried.  Then we say, he descended into hell.  Remember?  And do you remember that for a time churches deleted that phrase from the creed?  What could such an image mean?  It says that God in Jesus went into hell.  What does that mean for us?
A father’s second son was diagnosed with the same illness that had killed his first-born.  The father’s name was David.  When he heard the diagnosis, David let go with what he was feeling inside: If that’s the way it’s going to be, then God can go to hell.  He spat out his fury at God.  They were honest words, but they tasted like blasphemy on his tongue.  

As he drove to his parent’s home that night to tell them that Christopher too was afflicted with the same illness that had taken Jonathan’s life, David realized the ironic truth of his “blasphemous” words.  On Good Friday, at the place of the skull called, Golgotha, God did go to hell.  

As David realized the truth of it, he wept.  And, he began to sense God’s presence with him; and what he heard God say was, I understand, son.  I’ve been there already.  I’ve felt pain like yours and carried your sorrows.  I know your words arose from a grief beyond control and I love you still and always will.

This is our faith: that on Good Friday, God loved us enough to “go into hell” for us.  In the person of Jesus, God takes on our humanity – the pain, the trauma, the humiliation, the hopelessness – all of it.  And, God does that in order to show us a way out of the hell we find ourselves in.  God in Jesus takes on our humanity in order to make us see our need for one another, to open our ears to hear the cries for compassion, forgiveness and justice around us, to unlock our spirits to embrace one another in our disappointments and our desperation.

Pilate is not God, after all.  Pilate doesn't have the last word on life.  The last word is God's.  And, God speaks by acting, by acting in and through the catastrophe of the cross.  It's as close as we'll ever come to an answer.  Pilate had power all right.  Pilate had power enough to mingle Jesus' blood with his sacrifice on the cross and to see his tomb sealed tight and dark with a great boulder.  
But the last word was not Pilate's, it was God's.  And that word was resurrection; that word was a boulder rolled away and light flooding in; that word was love overcoming hate, justice winning out over tyranny, life destroying death!

The idea that only good things happen to good people was put to rest when we hung Jesus on a cross, when humanity did its very worst to the very best one who ever lived.  Jesus takes our question about why bad things happen to good people like us? and answers from the cross: 
· Can you trust God, in joy and in tragedy, to be your God?  
· Can you let go of your demand that God be God on your terms?  
· Can you love God without conditions attached, without linking your love for God to the hand life deals you?

God's love carries no guarantees about good or bad, only the promise that God will not allow anything worse to happen to us than what happened to God's own Child.

Now - Why me, Lord?  Well, why not me, Lord?  Let Pilate do his dirty work.  Let the tower crash down.  If I have quit blaming God; if I have acknowledged the ultimate power of God's grace; if I have compared every tragedy life can visit on me with what God has already done for me in Christ, then I am ready to hear with faith something else Jesus said:

Not even a sparrow is forgotten in God's sight.  Stop being afraid; you are worth more (Matthew 5:25-33).

In the name of the Creator, the Son and the Holy Spirit. 
