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Readings: Psalm 63:1-8, Exodus 3:1-15, 1 Corinthians 10:1-13, Luke 13:1-9 
Rev. Carol Ruthven 

Celebrating Our Merciful God 

“Because your steadfast love is better than life, my lips will praise you.” Psalm 63:3 

 

Why? It’s only one little word and yet it’s such a painful question that comes from the depth of an 

aching human heart.i In the news coverage from Ukraine, we hear this question being asked by people 

whose child, spouse, partner, parent, or grandparent has been killed or whose home and everything in it 

has been destroyed by deadly missiles. Why is our country being invaded and attacked by people whom 

we considered to be like our brothers and sisters? In our own country, people are asking why is it that in 

one of the richest nations of the world, men, women, and children here are still hungry and homeless or 

they can’t find a job that pays a living wage. Why do terrible things happen to good and innocent 

people? Try as we may, we cannot make sense of things that are senseless. Throughout human history, 

people have struggled with grief and pain when innocent people have suffered or died. 

 We hear of this grief and pain when Jesus was on his way to Jerusalem with a group of fellow 

pilgrims from Galilee. They had heard terrifying news that some Galileans had been killed while they 

were offering their sacrifices in the Temple in Jerusalem. “Why did this happen?” they asked Jesus. 

Perhaps they were frightened and wondered if the same thing could happen to them when they 

worshipped in the Temple in Jerusalem. 

Perhaps they were influenced by the misguided belief that God punishes people for their sins 

and that if people suffered it was because they had sinned. Jesus asked them: “Do you think that 

because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans?” (Luke 

13:2). Jesus was explaining that those innocent people did not die because they had sinned. He wanted 

to help them understand that there are no simplistic answers to deep and complex questions. There are 

no simple and quick fixes to solve deep troubles. Jesus wanted them to understand that people are not 

killed and people do not die, because they have sinned.  

The fact that Jesus, the beloved son of God, suffered on the cross at the hands of lawless and 

corrupt men means that a person does not suffer because they have sinned. This was beautifully 

captured in the words of a poem by Ruth Bell Franklin, the wife of Evangelist Billy Graham. She said: 

"I lay my "whys" before Your Cross 
in worship kneeling,  
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my mind too numb 
for thought,  
my heart beyond 
all feeling.  

And worshiping,  
realize that I  
in knowing YOU 
don't need a "why." 
 

No matter what suffering or pain we experience in life, we can be comforted in knowing that 

God is always present with us and will never abandon us. Jesus was rejecting the misguided dogma that 

if someone suffers or dies, it is because they have sinned. We witness this dogma in the Book of Job 

when those who supposedly were Job’s friends suggested that his suffering was divine judgment 

because he had sinned. Sadly, this dangerous dogma persists today. When I worked as a hospital 

Chaplain, the most painful situations I encountered where those in which a patient had a terminal illness 

and was convinced that they were being punished by God because they had sinned or because they did 

not pray enough or because their faith was not strong enough. There was nothing that I could say or do 

to comfort them or convince them that they were not being punished by God. 

Jesus also talked about eighteen innocent people, who were crushed and died when a tower 

wall collapsed near the pool of Siloam in Jerusalem. Jesus asked the people gathered around him: “…do 

you think that they were worse offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem?” (Luke 13:4b) Natural 

disasters and catastrophes can fall upon any people.ii We know this to be true when we see people killed 

and homes destroyed in floods and tornadoes in Kentucky.  

Jesus was trying to explain that rather than being distracted by questioning whether or not 

other people have sinned, they should reflect upon how they themselves were living their own lives. 

Jesus said: “….unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did” (Luke 13:5). Those were fierce 

words that sounded more like the call to repentence by John the Baptist. Jesus was calling them to 

repent and change what they were doing in their lives.  

Jesus recognized that as human beings we all make mistakes. Each Sunday we confess our sins 

because we believe that God gives us a chance to repent and change our ways. This is illustrated in 

Jesus’ parable of the barren fig tree. Jesus used the imagery of the barren fig tree to explain that if God 

were the punishing type, God would have cut down the fig tree when it did not bear any fruit after three 

years. But God is merciful and gives us second chances. God knows that if the fig tree is properly cared 

for and nourished with rich fertilizer, it will bear fruit in the future. 
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 The innocent victims in the temple in Jerusalem and at the tower wall near Siloam had suffered 

sudden, unexpected deaths for no good reason. Unlike them, the people Jesus was talking to still had a 

future ahead of them. How would they choose to spend the rest of their lives? Jesus was inviting them 

to choose a path that would allow them to bear fruit as faithful people of God.iii 

 It does not matter so much how long we live. What matters is how we live our life. This is so 

beautifully explained by the poet Mary Oliver: 

 Tell me, what else should I have done? 

 Doesn't everything die at last, and too soon? 

 Tell me, what is it you plan to do 

 with your one wild and precious life? 

 The holy season of Lent is a time devoted to prayer and reflecting on our lives. What have we 

done? What have we left undone? What might we do differently? How will we live the rest of our days? 

What fruit will we bear? We each have the potential to bear abundant fruit. I love the deeply meaningful 

words of the motto of the Daughters of the King: 

 I am but one, but I am one. 

 I cannot do everything, but I can do something. 

 What I can do, I ought to do. 

 What I ought to do, by the grace of God I will do. 

 Lord, what will you have me do? 

The words of this motto are enclosed in your bulletin. Tape this up somewhere that you can 

read it each morning and let it guide you throughout Lent. Next Sunday, we will celebrate the admission 

of Phoebe Bryant as a new member of our Chapter of the Daughters of the King. Be sure to come to join 

us for this wonderful celebration next Sunday. 

My beloved brothers and sisters in Christ, we may not see the fruits of our labor in our lifetime, 

but we can plant the seeds knowing that God will bring them to full fruition in God’s time. Let us trust 

God and work together in building God’s kingdom. Amen. 
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