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“But Why, Jesus” 
Sermon by Rev. David D. Colby 
Psalm 63:1-8 and Luke 13:1-9 

M A R C H  2 4 ,  2 0 1 9  

I don't know where I picked it up, for 
certain.  But I find myself using an 
expression that I don't really believe.   

 
One recent day I was walking from 

my kitchen to the car with a coffee mug in 
hand.  And I proceeded to do a cartoonish 
move in which my feet went sliding out from 
under me and while trying to keep my 
backpack on my back, my coffee mug hand 
went like this and coffee went flying all over 
my sleeve.  But I never fell down and even 
better, no one saw me.  Or as happened too 
often this winter while driving, it's slippery 
and my car or someone else's car starts 
sliding, and my knuckles turned white and 
an intersection approaches . . . and then, 
just as suddenly, the tires get a grip and all 
is well and no harm done.  Or I look up at 
my roof and see that ice dams have built up 
on the shady side of the house, really thick, 
and I am able to work out a bit of a solution 
and finally the snow has melted and no 
damage done to the ceiling this year.  You 
know, one good thing about a winter like the 
one we have just experienced is that it gives 
us preachers plenty of sermon illustrations!  

The stories are usually better in hindsight 
than the experiences themselves. 

 
Anyway, something like that happens 

and I find myself saying - even if not really 
believing – “well, chalk that one up to clean 
living!”  I mean it humorously - certainly not 
in any kind of holier than thou kind of 
way.  An expression of relief or 
gratitude.  Only slightly more wordy than 
saying “Whew!” and moving on.   

 
But think with me about the flipside, 

if you will.  The people who slipped on the 
ice and took a bad fall, breaking bones or 
bruising their brain, was it punishment of 
some sorts?  Those among us who had the 
same ice dams and attempted the same 
solutions, but found water leaking into their 
living rooms and will have expensive repairs 
coming?  Was it a lack of clean living?  
What about the driver who hits a patch of 
black ice and slides out of control and is 
seriously injured in an accident?  Was it their 
fault?  Or more to the point, was their bad 
result caused by a lack of clean living?  Are 
they being punished?  
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It is an age-old impulse - to assume 

that there is a cause and effect at work, and 
when there is a bad outcome, guess at the 
cause, try to affix blame.  To try and make 
sense of terrible diagnoses or accidents that 
could not have been avoided.  To try to 
explain to ourselves why bad things happen 
to good people.  Or is the issue that those 
people actually aren’t all that good?  That 
bad things only happen to bad people? 

 
Some people came up to Jesus and 

tell him about a tragedy, another in a long 
line of humiliating and fatal punishments 
instituted by the Roman occupation.  They 
told Jesus about some “Galileans whose 
blood Pilate had mingled with their 
sacrifices” (Luke 13:1).  The Gospel wording 
almost sounds ornamental.  What 
happened, Luke is saying, is that they were 
worshipping in the temple, offering their 
sacrifices when Pilate, the Roman governor, 
had them executed.  And the temple became 
a bloody scene of murder, like something 
out of the old Sopranos television show.  
Gruesome.   

 
And Jesus perceived that a question 

lingered on their lips, though it goes 
unspoken.  What did those victims do to 
deserve that bloody death?  And so Jesus 
quickly dispels any victim blaming that they 
might have been ready to do. 

 
“Do you think that because these 

Galileans suffered in this way they were 
worse sinners than all other Galileans?  No.”  
(Luke 13:2).  End of speculation.  End of 
blaming them.  Beginning of grief.  Except . . 
. the tendency to blame the victim is so 
prevalent Jesus returns to the theme with a 

second example.  “Or those eighteen who 
were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on 
them – do you think that they were worse 
offenders than all the others living in 
Jerusalem?  No, I tell you!” (Luke 13:4).   

 
Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote a 

bestselling book titled, When Bad Things 
Happen to Good People. His Jewish theology 
is not all that far from the best Presbyterian 
theology.   

 
The misfortunes of good people are 

not only a problem to the people who suffer 
and to their families.  They are a problem to 
everyone who wants to believe in a just and 
fair and livable world.  They inevitably raise 
questions about the goodness, the kindness, 
even the existence of God.1 

 
The idea that God gives people what 

they deserve, that our misdeeds cause our 
misfortune, is a neat and attractive solution 
to the problem of evil at several levels, but it 
has a number of serious limitations. . .  It 
teaches people to blame themselves.  It 
creates guilt even when there is no basis for 
guilt.  It makes people hate God, even as it 
makes them hate themselves.  And most 
disturbing of all, it does not even fit the 
facts.2 

 
Last week we heard a passage about 

Jesus describing himself as a mother hen - 
ready to spread her wings and protect the 
brood (Luke 13:31-35).  And while a 
comforting image, it raises questions about 
the perceived limits of God's protection.  For 
in the battle between chickens – even brave 
mother hens – and foxes, we know who 
usually wins.   
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We cannot say Jesus did not warn us.  
“See, I am sending you out like lambs into 
the midst of wolves” (Luke 10:3).  This 
Lenten season we have been studying the 
Gospel of Luke, and looking at different 
angles into the question of evil and how we 
are to respond.  Today is not so much a call 
to bravery and courage – although it is that 
– as it is first an invitation to explore our 
human tendency toward bad theology.  
Toward this desire to blame the victim, to 
assume that bad outcomes are a 
punishment for some flaw.   

 
Speaking psychologically, it makes 

some sense.  If we can discover a flaw, a sin, 
a pattern in which unclean living leads to 
punishment, we can try to avoid those same 
bad outcomes by living righteously, some 
good “clean living” and we can be 
protected.  Except life doesn’t work that way.   

 
For God makes the sun rise "on the 

evil and on the good, and sends rain on the 
righteous and the unrighteous," Jesus said 
(Matt. 5:45).  And as some snarky but smart 
ones have added, only the righteous ones 
get wet because the unrighteous ones have 
stolen their umbrellas. 

 
These two examples Jesus offers are 

rather mysterious.  As one commentary puts 
it, “two tragic events to which we have no 
other historical access.”3  This execution of 
Galileans and the collapse of a tower at the 
pool of Siloam.  Outside of the Bible, we 
cannot corroborate the stories.  And so it 
seems to point us to the more universal 
problem.  Why did these tragedies happen 
to these people? 

 

The people ask Jesus what about the 
people executed by Pilate?  And Jesus asks 
what about those killed by the tower at 
Siloam?  And we might add, what about the 
children killed at Sandy Hook?  Or the 
kitchen staff up in the Windows on the World 
restaurant on the top floors of the World 
Trade Center in NYC or for that matter that 
firefighters who ran up the stairs as others 
were going down? 

 
Jesus doesn't really address the big 

and persistent questions of theodicy - of how 
and why evil happens if God is powerful and 
God is good.  But he is quick to say that 
those who died in that tower's collapse were 
not being punished for their sin.   

 
And then alongside his quick 

dismissal of bad theology that would blame 
the victims of tragedies, Jesus still wants to 
hold a sense of urgency.  It is somewhat 
difficult to explain, how he keeps these two 
concepts side by side within the same 
sentences even.  “Do you think that because 
these Galileans suffered in this way they 
were worse sinners than all the other 
Galileans?  No, I tell you; but unless you 
repent, you will all perish as they did" (Luke 
13:3). 

It's not averaging the two concepts 
out.  But holding them side by side.  Bad 
outcomes are not necessarily punishments 
for sin.  But in case you are wondering, he 
seems to go on, absolutely - change your 
ways now before it is too late! 

 
Barbara Brown Taylor, a wonderful 

preacher and author, will be speaking at 
Westminster Presbyterian Church in 
Minneapolis on April 30.  She once wrote 
about Jesus doing these two things side by 
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side, dispelling the blaming the victim 
tendency but encouraging repentance.   

 
There is no sense spending too much 

time trying to decipher this piece of the good 
news.  As far as I can tell, it is meant not to 
aid reason but to disarm it.  In an 
intervention aimed below his listeners' heads, 
Jesus touches the panic they have inside of 
them about all of the awful things that are 
happening around them.  They are terrified 
by those things -- for good reason.  They 
have searched their hearts for any bait that 
might bring disaster sniffing their way.  They 
have lain awake at night making lists of their 
mistakes. 

 
While Jesus does not honor their 

illusion that they can protect themselves in 
this way, he does seem to honor the 
vulnerability that their fright has opened up 
in them.  It is not a bad thing for them to feel 
the full fragility of their lives.  It is not a bad 
thing for them to count their breaths in the 
dark -- not if it makes them turn toward the 
light.4 

 
There is an urgency to the gospel, to 

the good news that Jesus is offering.  And 
now that he has set his face toward 
Jerusalem, the urgency shows up over and 
over.  There is an ominous threat in the air.  
If this was a movie, there would be scary 
music underplaying this scene.  Time is 
drawing short, and life is precious, and so 
he is pleading, don't wait to change your 

ways. Don't put off what needs to happen 
today thinking that there will always be some 
other tomorrow. 

 
Jesus is on a mission and is calling 

people to join him in that mission.  And the 
time is now, Jesus says.  Questions will 
remain unanswered and much is unknown, 5 
but there is a compelling movement to join 
that will require a decision and might 
demand courage as well as compassion.  
And there are no guarantees for any of us 
that life will always be smooth. 

 
And so as a community of people 

trying to follow in the ways of Jesus, we can 
care for one another.  We can accompany 
us on the human journey that will include 
pain and tragedy.  We can also provide care 
and support, and even accountability.  So for 
the things that really can be impacted by so-
called clean living: 

   Please do not, for the love of God 
and for yourself, drive while intoxicated. 

   Please do not, for the love of God 
and for the ones you might be tempted to 
contact, do not text while driving. 

   To the extent that you can, take 
care of your health. 

 
But know also that life is 

precious.  And there are no guarantees – 
except that love endures and connections 
matter and kindnesses will be remembered. 

 
May it be so.  Amen. 
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