
Last Chances

Isaiah 55:1-9; Psalm 63:1-8; 1 Corinthians 10:1-13; Luke 13:1-9

The great Christian apologist, C. S. Lewis, noted that down through the ages humanity had felt

itself to be under the judgments of God. God is righteous. We are not. We therefore are under the

judgment of the righteous God. Jesus, while abundantly merciful, also speaks of the judgments of

God. One recalls all those parables of Jesus that are basically parables of accountability. The head

of the household entrusts to his servants all that he has, then he leaves town. Eventually, the boss

returns and ask the servants a question of accountability: What have you done with what you have

been given? Judgment. Accountability.

Lewis said that we were among the first generation to reverse the direction of judgment. Now

we were the ones who were judging God. We had made ourselves the prosecuting attorneys who

placed God in the dock and were putting accusing, judging questions to God. Questions such as,

Why is there pain and tragedy in this world if you are good? How do you justify the pain that I am

feeling in my life if you are loving and caring about me? God is in the dock; we are the prosecuting

attorney.

Jesus’s disciples, in this Sunday’s Gospel, attempt to engage Jesus in a bit of judicial

examination. They ask him about two contemporary tragedies. “Jesus, did you read about those

unfortunate ones whom cruel King Herod put to the sword? And speaking of tragedy, how about

those on whom that tower fell in Siloam, crushing them to death? How do you explain things like that

happening to people if God is good and created a good world? What did these people do to deserve

fates like that?”

And Jesus replies to them, perhaps with a tone of annoyance in his voice, by asking them a

question. “Do you actually think that you are better people than they were, less deserving of
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misfortune in life than they?”

And then Jesus brings up the subject of repentance and judgment. He tells them that rather

than sitting around discussing dispassionately the pain and heartache of others, exploring possible

causes, assigning responsibility, questioning the way God has put the world together, their time

would be better spent examining themselves, reforming and reorienting their lives.

In other words, Jesus doesn’t really respond to his disciples’ questions with a philosophy of

tragedy and suffering. Rather, he encourages them to examine themselves, turn around and repent,

be truthful about the ways that they have failed to live up to their commitments, and then bear fruit

that shows that they have changed.

We’re in the Sundays of Lent just now. And Lent is that forty-day period that gives us time for

honesty, self-reflection, repentance, and turning around. And what is the purpose of all this

confession of sin, repentance, and honesty about our true situations? We are to bear fruit of

repentance. We are to show that we really are grateful for the forgiveness and forbearing love of

God.

It was too late for those unfortunate people who were the victims of political injustice and

violence, no time left for those upon whom the tower fell. But Jesus reminds us that it is not too late

for us. By God’s grace, we still have time. It’s not over, until God says it’s over. And then using our

present time, during this season of Lent, as a time of repentance, as a prelude to walking in a

different direction, we also have time.

Human time, our time, is always a mix of both good times and bad. Right now with what’s

going on in our world, it seems we are in the depths of bad times. But we know too, that some days

the sun shines upon us and other days there are clouds. “Into every life rain must come,” as we say.

These are clichés and hackneyed phrases that ultimately express the truth about our time. When we
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were in the depths of the worldwide pandemic, we kept saying to ourselves that we wanted to get

back to normal. But when the pandemic had finally reached its worst, and we were back to normal,

we had not returned to a time of perfect peace and harmony, where only good things occurred and

there was no pain or heartache. We returned to a world with both good days and bad.

Nothing remarkable about that, though we certainly pray that we will have more good days

than bad. Jesus refuses to engage with his disciples in speculation about the misfortune of other

people or ourselves. There is violent death around us, some due to the evil works of powerful people

like Herod, some due to the fact that when the earth shakes and towers fall, fragile human beings are

imperiled. Nothing remarkable in that.

What’s remarkable is Jesus’s response to our desired discussion about why bad things

happen to good people. Jesus throws the discussion back upon us and asks, in ef fect, “How are you

living in the present moment? You are not going through horrible suffering at the moment and are not

facing the imminent end of your life. Are you using the time you have, and the life you’ve been given,

in a way that pleases God?”

In other words, Jesus confronts us with a very Lenten question. Here we are in worship. We

are not to spend our time speculating about God’s motives in giving us the world, and the time that

God has given us. We are not to judge God or God’s world, thinking about how we would create the

world if we were God. Rather, we are to use this time as an opportunity for self-examination, to see

this day, to see this life, as a gift, as opportunity to live well for God.

I’m thinking about the many people I have observed as a minister, who go through some

terrible time of illness but make it through, with the help of dedicated medical personnel and loving

family and friends. And when they return to a time of health, they don’t seem to spend a lot of time

speculating, “Why did this happen to me?” Or, “What did I do to deserve this?” Rather, they see their
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time of restored health as a gift, an undeserved, wonderful opportunity to start over, now to do some

the things they had put off doing before. They experienced their time as a God-given gift. I certainly

know it changed my perspective when I suffered a heart attack a little over ten years ago. I too began

to come to the realization that every day is a gift.

After the killing of George Floyd, while watching hundreds of young people flood into the

streets of his city, I heard a story about a man, who was well past 60, who put on his protective mask,

left his apartment, and went out on the streets. The next day, when some concerned friends and

family asked him, “What were you doing out there at night with those kids, in that kind of a situation?”

he responded, “I have sat by and watched so much injustice. I haven’t spoken up when I should. I

realized this was my time, my chance to speak up and speak out.”

Wiill Willimon’s Story of a former congregant: “I had not heard from him in a number of years.

Frankly, after our last series of meetings, I had not much desire to hear from him again. He had been

part of a group who had, as I saw it, ganged up against me and tried to get me removed from my

post as the pastor of their congregation. As it turned out, the group of dissidents were outvoted, so I

stayed. However, neither I nor he had much to do with each other after the incident. Then, without

warning, he wrote to me. He told me that he had been through a life-threatening traffic accident.

Someone had run a stoplight, banged into his car, destroying the vehicle, and he had barely escaped

with his life.

“While lying in my hospital bed,” he wrote, “thinking of my life over the past years, I realized

that I had a great deal of unfinished business. I promised God that if I ever made it out of that

hospital, I would finish some of the work I should’ve done before. So one of the first things I want to

do is to write and say, I am sorry for the way I acted back when you were at our church. I said things

and did things, that I should not have said and done. I allowed you to leave the congregation later on,
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without ever having the courage to say that I was sorry. Now, I have some of that courage. Can you

ever forgive me for what I did?”

I enthusiastically forgave him, reassuring him that what he did, was probably the best thing to

do at the time. I had recovered unscathed. However, I also wrote him, “I’m not sure that I would have

the courage that you have shown in writing me. I’m thinking about all of my "unfinished business" and

I’m a bit ashamed that I have not undertaken that business as courageously as you have done.

Thanks. It certainly seems like your time in the hospital while recovering from an accident was not

only a great medical miracle but a moral and spiritual one as well.”

The church gives us forty days for the season of Lent, Sunday after Sunday, giving us the

opportunity to tell the truth about ourselves and how we have wasted, misused, or abused the time

that God has given us. But during Lent we are not just called to be honest about our wasted time. We

are also promised that God will enable us to not only confess our sin but also to live beyond it, rise

above it, to take the time that God gives us and use it well and be bearers of God’s good fruit.

Thanks be to God. Amen.
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