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Do you know what today is? 

 

If you said, “It’s March 20, 2022,” you’d be correct, of course. 

If you said, “It’s the first day of Spring,” you’d be meteorologically correct. 

If you said, “Today is the 3rd Sunday in Lent,” you’d be liturgically correct. 

 

But I think the answer that best fits us is simply to say that today is a gift. Whatever else today 

is – and whatever else is going on in this world – today is, first and foremost, a gift. 

 

I invite you to bear that in mind as we consider this morning’s gospel: 

… there were some present who told Jesus about the Galileans whose blood 

Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. 

 

These Galileans were going about their business, minding their own business, when Pilate 

brutally slaughtered them, mingling their blood with their offerings that day. It’s abhorrent. The 

story these people tell Jesus is so painful to contemplate.  

 

And so painfully timely. The news from Ukraine – in the paper, on TV, on social media or the 

daily news feed – is so, so horrifically similar. Russia, apparently stymied in the attempt to take 

control of Ukraine, seems viciously content to destroy it. They’re bombing maternity hospitals 

and children’s hospitals and civilians in improvised shelters and refugees simply trying to flee.  

 

What would Jesus want to say to us in the midst of this modern calamity? 

 

Well, if his response in this morning’s gospel is any indication, it might not be what we’d hope 

for, even if it is what we most need to hear. Jesus is remarkably uninterested in the villainy of 

Pontius Pilate in his day. (Would he have nothing to say about the villainy of Vladimir Putin in 

our day?) Rather than speak against an evil empire – which Jesus is willing to do in other 

contexts – he says only that these Galileans were no worse sinners than other Galileans. And 

then he adds a story of his own, about a tower in Jerusalem that collapsed, killing 18 people. 

And Jesus says these 18 were no worse than everyone else living in Jerusalem.  

 

And I suppose this is good news, as far as it goes.  

 

But I’m not sure it feels like it goes far enough. It doesn’t respond to the “big question” most of 

us will have to wrestle with one time or another in this life: “Why do bad things happen in this 

world?” In truth, Jesus seems disinclined to engage in that sort of question.  
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That may not be satisfactory. And yet it’s better, I think, than what St. Paul offers in our second 

reading this morning. Paul seems to say that God does strike people down for their evil deeds. 

It’s a short step from there to saying that people deserve what they get in this life. And I, for 

one, cannot believe that God wipes out whole batches of people because they sinned. i 

 

If that’s the choice, I’ll stick with Jesus: 

Do you suppose these Galileans were greater sinners? They were not I tell you. No! 

Do you suppose the 18 in Jerusalem were more guilty?? They were not I tell you. No! 

 

Jesus does not address all our questions about 

suffering and loss and evil in this world, but he is 

adamant that suffering is not God’s way of 

punishing people. He will not allow us to rest 

easy, imagining that we’re somehow safely 

removed from those who suffer pain and violence. 

 

This past week, as I was reading the book some of 

us are reading this Lent, I remembered what Mr. 

Rogers used to say following natural disasters in 

this world (see right):  

 

That’s a reassuring first response. At least it is for 

a child. But it may not be enough for us.  

 

That’s what struck me as I was reading that book we’re reading this Lent. Desmond Tutu had 

something important to say about the troubled state of the world:  

Yes, we’re capable of the most awful atrocities. We can give a catalog. And God 

weeps until there are those who say I do want to try to do something. It is good 

also to remember that we have a fantastic capacity for goodness. And then you 

look again. And you see those doctors and nurses from other parts of the world 

who go into those situations. I mean, you think of, say, Doctors Without Borders. 

… they could stay in France or wherever and have a wonderful practice. But they 

don’t. They go off to some of the most poverty-stricken places.  

 

That’s like Mr. Rogers’ call to “look for helpers.” But Desmond Tutu doesn’t stop there: 

What can you do to help the situation? You might not be able to do a great deal, 

but start where you are and do what you can where you are. And yes, be 

appalled. It would be awful if we looked on all that horrendousness in the world 

and we said, Ah, it doesn’t really matter. It’s so wonderful that we can be 

distressed. That’s part of the greatness of who we are – that you are distressed 

about someone who is not family in any conventional way. ii 
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I think that’s why Jesus goes on to challenge us with an otherwise confusing call to repent.  

“Were they worse sinners? Were they worse offenders?  

No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.” 

 

Jesus sets aside our compulsive speculations about the troubles in the world, and he turns this 

(and every) atrocity into a call to repent – which seems abrupt on the face of it. But I remind you 

that repenting is so much more than offering an apology. Repentance is an invitation to change 

our hearts and minds, to change our course for the better. 

 

That’s how I hear Jesus’ words about repentance this morning. Rather than merely let us dwell 

on a past tragedy – or obsess over a current event beyond our control – Jesus encourages us to 

change what we can. Terrible things happen. We don’t know why. But don’t let paralysis set in. 

We don’t have to have all the answers to big questions to begin doing what we can.  

 

That short parable about the fig tree with no fruit amplifies the point so well. 

 

But take some care in how we hear it. The point is not, so far as I read it, that God is the owner 

of the vineyard and Jesus the gardener who needs to talk the owner down from his anger. No, 

the point, I think, is simply to note that the fig tree is given the precious gift of a little more time. 

 

The fig tree hasn’t produced fruit for three years. The way Jesus tells the story, that’s a problem. 

But as he tells his story, he never asks who’s to blame. Is the tree at fault? Has the gardener been 

negligent up ‘til now? Is there something wrong with the soil? None of these are discussed. The 

only question that matters is what to do now: Cut the tree down? Or give it more time and more 

attention? And the second option, of course, is the one chosen in the end.  

 

What are we going to do about what’s gone wrong in this world? Whatever we can – with the 

time that’s been given us – to make things better. We cannot fix everything that’s wrong in this 

world, but we can do something. And the big evils remind us how precious life is – and they 

invite us to do what we can with the time we’ve been given.  

 

A few years ago, John Pavlovitz said as much. This is how he aimed to put his time to good use: 

I’m going to give all people as much grace as I am able, knowing that they’re very likely 

as much of a daily, frazzled, freaked out mess as I am. 

I’m going to look relentlessly and deeply for the good in even the most seemingly 

unlikable human beings, because I believe this goodness is embedded there somewhere in 

each of them. 

I’m going to live my faith as best I can at any given moment, with all the inconsistency, 

hypocrisy, doubt, and vacillation that endeavor may come with. 
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I’m going to speak defiantly into bigotry and hatred, especially when they come delivered 

in the name of God, because sadly that is often when they are most likely to go 

unopposed. 

I’m going to let people know that they matter and belong and have value; not if they get 

their act together, not when they sand blast off their rough edges, not once they clean up 

their crap—but as they are, right now.   

I’m going to look for the broken places in the landscape of my days and to try my best to 

bring some healing there; to leave less injustice and pain than I found when I arrived. 

I’m going to be the best father, husband, brother, son, friend, pastor, and human that I 

can be; the best version of myself I can manage in each day, holding fast to humility when 

I succeed, and gentleness when I fail. 

I’m going to resist retaliation and revenge when I feel unfairly judged or poorly treated, 

knowing that only perpetuates damage. 

I’m going to have patience with those who exhaust me, compassion for those who 

disappoint me, and forgiveness for those who injure me, knowing that I so often exhaust 

and disappoint and injure others. 

I’m going to keep searching for God, knowing full well that I’ll never find everything I’d 

like to find or figure out all that I hope to figure out while here—and to make peace with 

that truth. 

… I’m not doing these things to get myself into Heaven or to have a cushy 

afterlife of clouds and wings and harps. I’m doing them because they need to be 

done here whether they benefit me beyond this life or not. 

I’m doing them because my deepest faith convictions tell me to try and make this 

place more like however I believe Heaven to be, and that this will bring justice 

and mercy along with it. 

I’m doing them because loving people as I desire to be loved is the best way I 

know of reiterating Jesus in the world. 

I’m doing them because restoration and redemption are not cloistered religious 

relics saved for church buildings. They are the loud, messy places faith invites us 

to live in here and now. 

I’m doing them because I don’t believe this life is a meaningless holding 

area before something better, but the sacred chance to make something better 

with this day and this breath and this place. iii 

 

Which is why I began with the question I asked this morning. Do you know what today is? It’s a 

gift. Every additional year we’re given is a gift. Every day we’re given is a gift. Whatever else 

today is – and whatever else is going on in this world – today is, first and foremost, a gift. 
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i I don’t have room in this sermon to get into it, but I also take exception with the idea the final verse of today’s epistle: 

No testing has overtaken you that is not common to everyone. God is faithful, and he will not let you be tested beyond 

your strength, but with the testing he will also provide the way out so that you may be able to endure it. 

I think Paul may not be saying exactly what is sometimes suggested, but the word has gone out – too often given as supposedly 

encouraging advice to someone broken by grief or abuse – that God will not give a person more than they can bear.  

We are remarkably resilient creatures, but I do think people are sometimes broken, given more than they can bear in this life. The 

people of Ukraine are literally being bombarded with more than they can bear (their astonishing resilience notwithstanding). 

My hope, however, is that there is still some good news in what Paul says. To hear it, though, we should take note that whenever 

Paul says “you” in the verse above, it’s always a plural you. In point of fact, Paul has nothing to say about our individual strength to 

bear all the world’s suffering and sorrow; he has quite a lot to say about our strength as a people. Maybe the hope for the world isn’t 

merely that Ukraine will resist tyranny, but that the world as a whole will never be broken by tyrants. I hope so. 

Michael Curry addressed the House of Bishops this past week. In his sermon, this is part of what he had to say: 

Don’t underestimate the power of hope. Dante warned us, “Abandon hope, all ye who enter here,” over the gates of hell. 

Don’t underestimate the power of faith. Don’t underestimate the power of love. Don’t underestimate the spiritual. People 

who believe. People got God. They will make it against all the odds. If you don’t believe me, ask the folk of Ukraine … 

Putin may overrun the country, but he will not defeat the people of Ukraine. He will not. Spirit will always win over 

flesh. It may not be in the forecast time, but it’s real. 

In 1853, Theodore Parker, an abolitionist, when it looked like slavery would never end in this country, said, and I quote, 

“I do not pretend to understand the moral universe. The arc seems to be a long one, but from what I can see it bends 

toward justice.” Dr. King shortened it and said, “The moral arc of the universe is long, but it is bent toward justice.” Not 

because of some metaphysical magic, but because there is a God. And if there is a God, then there is hope. If there is a 

God, then there can be faith. And if there is a God, as my Bible says, who is love, then in the end, no matter what we have 

to go through now, in the end, love is going to win. If there’s a God, love is going to win. 

 

ii Desmond Tutu, quoted in The Book of Joy (Avery, New York, NY, 2016), p. 116. 

 

iii John Pavlovitz @ https://johnpavlovitz.com/2016/05/10/things-im-doing-before-going-to-hell/ -- accessed March 17, 2022. 

https://johnpavlovitz.com/2016/05/10/things-im-doing-before-going-to-hell/

