Repentance

Sunday March 7, 2010

Old Testament:
Exodus 3:1-15
Psalm:
103
Epistle:
1st Corinthians 10:1-13
Gospel:
Luke 13:1-9
We have certainly witnessed a lot of natural disasters recently. The earthquake in Haiti was horrible. The number of people who died in that catastrophe was somewhere around 200,000. Then as the relief efforts in Haiti seemed to be making progress, Chile’s earthquake occurred. Fortunately the number of casualties seems to be low. We have regularly seen natural disaster in this country as well. Every year in the Midwest, tornados ravage the landscape. I have personally seen a tornado while we lived in Dallas, Texas and I never want to see another. Closer to home in Jacksonville, I was here in 1964 when hurricane Dora struck our area. Natural disasters are apart of life. God created this Earth as a continually evolving planet. The Earth is continually changing and being recreated before our eyes. Unfortunately people die when the Earth moves. This is certainly tragic and our hearts are touched by such massive suffering. As Christians we are called to aid the victims. Paul mobilized churches in Asia Minor and Greece to send money to the Christians in Jerusalem during a difficult time.

In today’s Gospel, we are told the news about two unfortunate occurrences. One was man made and intentional, the other was random and accidental. Both resulted in loss of human life. Both raised the same question and elicited the same response. The first incident occurred at a temple where worshipers are making a sacrifice to God. During their worship service, some Roman soldiers come into the temple and killed the worshipers. “There were some who told Jesus of the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices.” The disciples must have been describing this incident and asking why this happened. Why were they killed? Why were they killed while in a temple?

The second incident in today’s Gospel was an accident. A building suddenly collapsed and eighteen people died. It may have been a building on a busy street. And when the building gave way, eighteen people were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Again, the disciples must have been asking why these particular eighteen people died. Being a numbers guy I’m intrigued and curious as to why Luke wrote an exact number not just a group of people.
The common theological premise at the time was God was intimately involved in daily life. He hears the cry of his people and he observes what is happening to us much like He told Moses in our Old Testament lesson. According to ancient thought, God rewarded the righteous with good fortune. If you were wealthy, you must be in God’s good favor. God favored and blessed the righteous. Conversely, if you were sinful, actions have consequences. If God perceived you as a sinner, then unfortunate things happened to you. You were blinded or you were sick with leprosy. Hence, they were discussing these two occurrences with the thought that the people who died in these two events must have sinned grievously. God must have been aware of their sin and punished them severely. 

Certainly, more recent thinking has challenged this theory. The landmark book, “Bad Things happen to Good People” by Rabbi Harold Kushner reversed the ancient theory of Godly retribution. But I suggest that such thinking that we received punishment from God still persists. Recently there was an accident on I-95 where a vehicle was going the wrong way heading south. One car swerved out of the way. The next vehicle, an SUV, was hit head on. One vehicle was saved. Another vehicle with several people in it was not. Some may think, “Well, it was their time.” God must be involved in this some how. Or maybe with genetic diseases, God must play a part in the draw or should I say the luck of the family. My Dad use to say that we had two family diseases-heart disease and diabetes. Is God somehow punishing my family with this set of genes? As many of you know, I watch what I eat now. Am I being punished by the necessity of restricting my diet and not eating ice cream which I love? 
Jesus completely ignored this argument. What was his response to his disciple’s questions? “But unless you repent, we will all perish.” Just as they who died in these two occurrences did. It doesn’t matter how you died. It can be of natural causes. It can be of an accident. It can be by an act of violence. What matters is that we repent, return to God and be saved. If we are not right with God, then we will perish. He was telling us to turn toward God and life/live. This is why Jesus came to us. His whole reason for becoming like us and living among us was to turn us back to God. God heard and saw our plight again. He sent his Son to finally show us the way back to Eden-the perfect world where we could walk with God himself again. God in his compassion sent Moses to rescue his people from Egypt’s slavery. God in his ultimate compassion sent Jesus to save us from our own sin and Satan’s slavery. If we expand our horizon from our selves, this applies to our church as well. We corporately are called to repent as well. Is our church living up to the standards of the Ten Commandments? Are we serving others as we should? Are we good stewards of our resources that God has given us? Are we a beacon of light to the world as we were called to be? If the answer is yes, then we are on the right track. If you ponder, then we as a whole church must reassess and turn in another direction.
Repent, Repent, Repent. Isn’t repentance the reason for Lent? This is the time when we take stock of where we stand with God. Are we charting our own course? Or are we renewing our relationship with God? Lent is a time to reevaluate our spiritual lives and be honest with ourselves. We begin each service in Lent by reading the Ten Commandments. This is God’s law. Are our lives governed by this law? For me, I fall short of this high bar. I get too busy. I get too involved in earthly things so the Godly things are pushed aside. Repent, Repent says Jesus. I have to have a Lenten season to re establish my relationship with my Savior. Lent reinforces my prayer life. Lent reemphasizes my daily need for Scriptures. Lent causes me to again turn toward God and live in grace. This is what Jesus was telling us. Let us prepare for the coming of the Resurrected Lord by repenting and living in God’s eternal grace again. REPENT, REPENT, REPENT says Jesus …..and Live.
Amen

