Luke 13. 1-9
Some biblical passages, like some flammable materials, should probably carry a warning label: handle with care. 
Jesus is on the way to Jerusalem, teaching his disciples and the crowds as he goes. In chapter twelve he has told several potent parables on money and foolishness and always being prepared. He concludes by suggesting that those listening are not just missing the point of his stories, but missing the boat altogether: “You may be able to read the signs to predict the weather,” he says, “but you are utterly clueless about reading the signs of the times.”
Which may just precipitate this exchange, as a few of his listeners apparently object. Citing Pilate’s recent slaughter of some Galileans who had gone to Jerusalem to worship, some in the crowd strain to show their mastery of theology as well as meteorology. Or at least that’s the way Jesus reads it: “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans?” he asks.
Before jumping to Jesus’ response, let’s linger with the question Jesus assumes they are asking. After all, it is one of the most common questions asked, then or now: Are the bad things that happen to us our fault? Do we deserve them? Are they, in fact, at least the consequence of, if not punishment for, our sinful deeds? I’d be willing to bet that almost all of us have sat with someone at the hospital or at a funeral who attributes grave illness or death to God as some form of punishment.
More often than not, we recognize that that moment is not the best time to correct their theology. As inadequate or unhelpful as it may appear to us, their sense of divine retribution lends them a sense of stability and order in a terribly confusing and chaotic time. Better imagine the calamity comes from a punishing God, they may feel, than believe it comes from nowhere and is a harbinger of a chaotic and even meaningless world.
Jesus, however, confronts their bad theology head on. “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.” And, in case they miss his meaning, he adds his own story of recent calamity and repeats his point: tragedy is not a punishment for sin. Good news.
Sort of.
Because some calamity is a result of sin. What if the wall Jesus references was built by a fraudulent contractor (my guess is they had those back in the first century too)? 
There are all kinds of bad behaviours, in fact, that contribute to much of the misery in the world.
But notice that Jesus doesn’t sever the connection between sin and calamity. He severs the connection between calamity and punishment. “Do you think they were worse sinners than all the others? No. No worse than you.” That, at least, should be good news, right?
Sort of.
Because Jesus next line scares me. “But unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.” We don’t know, for sure, what precisely Jesus means by “as they did.” Does it mean that they – we! – will be struck dead by sudden calamity, or whether we will be separated from God, or whether we will just die at some unknown future point still mired in our sin? We don’t know. We do know, however, that Jesus’ words call into question some favourite Christian assumptions.
So why do bad things happen to good, and sometimes not-so-good, people? Jesus doesn’t say and neither can we. Sometimes misfortune is of our own making and sometimes it is tragically unlucky. But Jesus, son of the all-loving God, isn’t beneath using such occasions to invite us to wake up – or in this case, turn around (repent!) – so that we might look differently at our life and world. 
Jesus isn’t beneath taking the daily news and using it to jar us into recognising that life is a gift, that God is seeking us out, and that there is so much good we can do with the time we are given. We do not know how long that time is or how it will come to a close, but we do know it is a gift, not to be squandered but rather spent in the pursuit of good things for God’s people.
God is inviting us not to be daunted by the headlines we read but rather focused by them on the gifts and good work right in front of us. God is digging around our roots, in the hope that we’ll blossom and bear fruit. God loves us, enough to hold us accountable for our faults and forgive us our sins as long as this life shall last. Amen

