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I have a good friend who says that basically the meaning of our baptism is that it's the declaration that 
God is God and we're not! That sounds like a pretty obvious statement, one that we can all easily agree 
with and get behind. But, the fact is that may be the very hardest thing in the world for us to really 
accept. If it were not, why would the church always be admonishing us of the need to “remember our 
baptism and be thankful?” Why would we have to have a season like Lent where we seek re-dedicate 
ourselves to becoming converted once again? The fact is, it's hard to let God be God! And, it's 
especially hard when God is the One revealed fully in the teachings, life and death of Jesus of 
Nazareth, a God who is always present and active, but never in control and who doesn't seek to control 
or dominate anything or anyone. Because love doesn't control, does it? 
 
It's hard to let that God be God because we long to explain things. We've spent centuries finding cause 
and effect patterns for every good and every evil. And yet, we can probably each one tell stories of 
terrible tragedies that happened to good and faithful people. But, we want to make sense of things that 
make no sense, so we lay them at the doorstep of “God's will” and we put words in God's mouth that 
are our own rather than God's. It's hard to let God be God. And if my friend is right, and the church is 
right, then trying to stop defining God incorrectly is the lifelong task we have as Christians. But, it's 
hard. 
 
The people in today's story in Luke found it hard. They come to Jesus trying to make sense, perhaps 
wanting him to verify the ways they'd made sense of a terrible event. In this case, it seems that Pilate 
had sent some of his soldiers into a Jewish liturgical event of sacrifice and slaughtered a group of 
Galileans. You remember that Rome, although for the most part they tolerated the Jews, would on 
occasion flex their muscles with them. And, Galilee in particular was known to be a hotbed of Jewish 
nationalism. So, since religion and politics were pretty much the same thing at that time for the Jews, 
to the Roman way of thinking that would have been a fitting time and place for an example to be made 
of these Galileans.  
 
Well, Jesus of course, was coming to announce a different sort of crisis, that being the undermining of 
the status quo, of the old order itself, to usher in the new—the Kingdom. You can hear echoes here of 
the Isaiah text where God says, “my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways.” The 
point being they need to be; our ways need to change. So, Jesus is announcing a different sort of crisis, 
but the people around him keep trying to get him to think in terms of their crisis. New Testament 
scholar, Gil Bailie has pointed out that their crisis is a sub-crisis for Jesus, and that that's the root 
meaning of the word “hypocrite.” “A hypocrite is someone who is determined to be primarily 
fascinated by the pseudo-crisis.” So, these are people who are saying to Jesus, “hey, the real issue here 
is the Jews vs. the Romans, so get with the program.” Jesus says no, that's a pseudo-crisis, that's not the 
real crisis. 
 
You remember, he asks them a question. He says, “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered 
in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans?” That would have been how first century 
Jews would have kept their notions of order, of making sense of the world intact. That's how they 
named who God is: certain people suffer bad things because they are out of favor with God. To that 
Jesus says simply, “No.” He severs the connection between our behavior and any notion of rewards or 



punishments coming from God. And what's more, he says, that kind of thinking is the real problem. 
That's the real crisis. 
 
Now, you're probably saying to yourself that Jesus' words are confusing, because he says: “No, I tell 
you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.” Jesus' words make our heads spin! He 
seems to be contradicting himself, right? But, he's not. See, the first problem we have in correctly 
understanding what Jesus is saying here is that we hear the words, “unless you repent” and we assume 
that repentance is primarily a religious act. We think repentance is about beating our breasts in prayer 
and saying “I'm sorry” before God so that God won't punish us. That's not what repentance is. 
 
Repentance means turning. It means actually changing your ways of thinking and acting in life. It's not 
something you do primarily in church. So, the question is: exactly what ways of thinking and acting is 
Jesus referring to here? And the obvious answer is: that way of thinking that he's just pointed out as 
being the real problem. What needs to be repented from and changed is our assumption that God is in 
the business of rewards and punishments. What needs to be changed are the ways that assumption gets 
acted out in our lives by us in how we, in turn, get caught up in that whole business of who deserves 
rewards and who deserves punishments. That's hard for us to give up! It's hard for us to let God be 
God, this God revealed in Jesus Christ. 
 
I think we’ve made some progress in this regard about how we think about good and bad things that 
happen to people. But, when you think about some of the things you and I often say and assume about 
people in poverty, or people suffering from certain diseases, you have to wonder just how much we 
have been able to let that notion of God go. And the other side, the rewards side of the coin is there 
too, but maybe more subtle. You know, we have preachers like Joel Osteen, and others who are always 
kind of subtly implying that their success is due to the way they've stayed in God's good graces. It's 
hard for us to let go of that way of thinking about God and about life. We try, you know, but we want 
to make cause and effect sense out of the things that happen to people. And sometimes we can get as 
far as saying: “well, God didn't promise us a rose garden.” But, then we follow that up with thinking 
we'll find out later why the scales weren't balanced in our eyes. See? We still hold onto the notion that 
God is in the business of rewards and punishments. 
 
Jesus says, “Repent from that way of thinking!” Unless you do, unless you change that way of 
thinking, you'll end up perishing in the same way as those Galileans. It's very simple what he's saying. 
He saying that way of thinking is a wrong definition of God and therefore a way of thinking that leaves 
all our human death-dealing ways intact. It's no different from when he says: “those who live by the 
sword die by the sword.” Our death-dealing ways of living, yield death. It's not that God will cause us 
to perish in that way. It's us! When life is conceived of in terms of who deserves rewards and who 
deserves punishments, we just keep getting caught up in the cycles of scapegoating and violence that 
lead to tragedies and meaningless death. And that's the real crisis. 
 
Not the Jews, not the Romans, not the terrorists, not the Sunnis, not the Shites, not the Palestinians, not 
the Israelis, not Protestants or Cathoics in Northern Ireland, not illegal immigrants, not Democrats, not 
Republicans, not gays, not straights! And to top it off, Jesus even throws in another example about 
some people who died when the tower of Siloam fell on them. How did they die? Accidentally. You 
know, maybe a small earth tremor, maybe an architectural flaw. It could have happened to anybody. 
But, he says same thing about that: “unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did. So, what's 
that about? If it's an accident, why is a change in thinking needed? 
 



Here's the thing: without being converted to a way of understanding God as unconditional self-giving 
love, without being converted to understanding your life's meaning as giving yourself away, all deaths 
will either be caused by participating in the cycles of violence and scapegoating, or they will be, in a 
sense, accidental. That is, without meaning or purpose. Someone has said that most modern death is 
“accidental.” It has no meaning. It's just something we can't quite put off any longer, and there, it 
happens. So, says Jesus: Repent from that way of thinking that God and that life is about the business 
of rewards and punishments, so that your lives and your deaths can have eternal meaning. See, what 
Jesus understands is that to name God any other way, to not let God be God, will finally be to name 
God in a way in which we are still at the center of the universe. Jesus knows it's not about us! 
 
Friends, here is the meaning of life as Jesus lived and died: stop worrying about how you (or we) are 
going to come out of this either now or  later, either in this life or another and just give yourself away 
in love! That's who God is – so if you want a meaningful life, filled with true eternal meaning, do that! 
That's what it means to bear fruit for the Kingdom. It's what it means to be a Christian.  
 
You know, Garrison Keillor once said, “You can become a Christian by going to church just as easily 
as you can become an automobile by sleeping in a garage.” To bear the fruit of the Kingdom 
repentance, real change is needed in the ways we think about and live life. And so, Jesus ends with this 
parable about a tree planted in a vineyard that wasn't bearing any fruit. So, this god we've constructed 
of rewards and punishments says: “Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the soil?” “It doesn't 
deserve life.” The ways of the world, our ways, are what demand that, utilitarians that we are. And 
eventually, it would be us who would be “cut down” for not bearing whatever “fruit” the world has 
decided is the “fruit of the day”, the fruit this nation demands, or this religion or this or that group 
demands. But God intervenes for us in the only ways that love can, by actively caring, like a gardener 
who digs around us and fertilizes for life's sake. This gardener says, “If I fail you will cut it down.”  
 
God knows us pretty well. But Jesus the gardener was determined not to fail, so he entered the world 
of his parable completely. He turned his life into the parable when he climbed up on that fruitless tree 
and as in his life, even in his death became the fruit of the Kingdom. See, he didn't worry about life 
making sense in our cause and effect scheme of rewards and punishments. He knew that God's not in 
that business at all. He simply let God be God, and decided to follow in God's self-giving nature. And, 
because of his example, and by his grace we can too. 
 
Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


