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PRAYER. 

It's a thrill to walk through the village at this time of daffodils and cherry blossoms and 
magnolias, and to feel the first hint of milder, warmer days to come.  Shops and garden 
centres in the area are buzzing with activity, and for the last week or two it’s been easy to 
feel that maybe, maybe the dreaded pandemic is at last behind us. Even the Six Nations 
finally started to go the right way last night – well at least for Italy, with their first victory in 
nine years!  

And yet appearances deceive. Some things are for the moment mostly just annoying. 
Like the fact that Covid statistics are suddenly travelling in the wrong direction.  Or the 
cost-of-living squeeze that’s barrelling down the track at us. 

More importantly, though, within the space of less than a month, we have just been 
plunged into a war in Europe. It’s a war so full of horrors and lies that the only analogies we 
can think of take us back to the darkest days of World War II – a time well before most of us 
can remember. Three and a half million vulnerable refugees have already fled Ukraine, and 
far more are expected if the violence spreads to western parts of the country.  Many have 
witnessed events of unspeakable horror. We hope that some of them will find refuge in the 
United Kingdom. Maybe even in this village and benefice? The Cuddington-sized village of 
North Moreton in Oxfordshire has apparently set aby example of generosity by offering to 
host 50 refugees. 

These things raise so many impossible questions. Why do bad things happen to good 
people? In circumstances like these, one strains to know where one could even begin to 
answer that question. But also, when you look at the luxury lifestyle of pro-Putin oligarchs 
now busy moving their $500m yachts and private jets to safe havens: why do good things 
seem to happen to bad people? Personally, I was shocked to the core by the smiles and flags 
and beautiful girls and rousing music of Friday’s nationalist war festival in Moscow’s 
100,000-seat national football stadium. It was a showpiece eerily reminiscent of the best that 
the propaganda ministers of 20th-century dictators could muster. The longer the dictator has 
no victory to celebrate, the more he keeps his people in the dark with upbeat celebrations of 
the nation’s glorious destiny and its military might.  

Why do bad things happen to good people? Why does it seem like good things 
happen to bad people?  And isn’t there anything we – or at least our leaders – can do about 
it?  If, like me, you find that these questions have been plaguing you, church is the right place 
to come this morning!  
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We are in the season of Lent. This is a time when Christians are invited to reflect 
deeply on what it means for Jesus to have walked for us a painful path to suffering and 
execution. He did that to defeat the powers of evil and rescue us from the oppression of 
darkness.  Both the darkness outside us and the darkness inside us, the evil that is done to us 
and the evil that we do to others, whether intentionally or without even knowing it. The 
gospel is the story of how God is for us and who God is for us.  In Jesus he comes alongside us 
in our darkest places to take us by the hand and set us free in his kingdom of light. 

So Lent is a time for us to get thoughtful and get serious for a few weeks. It’s a time to 
get ready for the new life of spring, to shine a light in dark places and banish the long nights, 
to open ourselves up for some spring cleaning of the soul.  

I think that is also what Jesus has in mind in our gospel passage when the people 
come to him with one of those impossible questions. “Why do bad things happen to good 
people? Do something!” In the Gospel of Luke this conversation occurs on the way to 
Jerusalem, where Jesus is going to lay down his life.  

The question put to Jesus in our reading is very brief and doesn’t give much away. 
Pilate ‘mixed the blood’ of certain Galileans with their sacrifices. What does this mean? It's 
clear that this must refer to an event in Jerusalem, where Galilean pilgrims had attended one 
of the major festivals like Passover.  These special occasions involved presenting one's 
sacrifices in person in the temple. In fact we don't know what event this was. It is not 
mentioned by ancient secular historians; nor is the collapse of the tower of Siloam that Jesus 
mentions in his reply.  

In a violent and oppressive society ruled by a Roman sword, these episodes would 
have been shocking and tragic for those who witnessed them, but they would not have 
moved the needle for anyone writing a history of first-century Palestine.  It seems likely that 
as on several other occasions, there was a public disturbance during one of the vast and 
overcrowded Temple festivals. The Roman governor authorized the armed soldiers of the 
garrison overlooking the temple precinct to enforce public order. Galileans had a reputation 
for rebelliousness, and evidently a number of them were in the wrong place at the wrong 
time. And so the force of Roman arms shed the blood of pilgrims engaged in this act of 
worship.  

In the previous two chapters, Jesus has been setting out his manifesto for discipleship 
in the Kingdom of God. But now the audience wants to know, “What about this? Whose 
fault is that? And what are you going to do about it?” “Whataboutery” is never particularly 
enlightening, but you might expect a self-respecting Messiah to protest forcefully against 
Roman injustice and to mobilize a call to arms. Or at least a call to resistance.  

It's not the case that Jesus has no concern for justice. Of course he does. And his 
vision of the kingdom of God does involve the defeat of the powers of evil.  

But in the company of Jesus there is also no room for self-righteous finger-pointing, 
no room for blame culture or cancel culture.  Here Jesus makes a jarringly different, sobering 
point, which will have been as difficult to hear in the first century as we find it in the 
twenty-first: “Unless you ‘change your minds’, you too will all perish.” You may well point 
the finger at the Romans for bungling their policing of public order, or maybe even their 
bloody and arrogant rules of engagement. But bad things happen, sometimes without anyone 
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being directly responsible – like the collapse of a tower that killed 18 people in the Jerusalem 
suburb of Siloam. These things are indeed terrible, and it’s hard to give good answers. And 
guess what, you also can’t wriggle out just by shrugging your shoulders and blaming the 
victims: “Ah well, they must have had it coming.” 

Jesus seems to say, “Beware of finger-pointing, because when you do that there are 
three fingers pointing back at you!” His sober message for us, his message of Lent on his way 
to the Cross is this: there are great evils in the world, some of them caused by bad human 
actors and others less obviously so. Usually there is no easy answer to the hard question of 
“why bad things happen to good people”, or even “why good things always seem to happen 
to bad people”. These are important questions, and some answers may be better than others.  

But Jesus does answer the implicit question, “What are you going to do about it?” He 
is already on his way up to Jerusalem, where for his message of the kingdom of God he will 
lay down his life for his people; he talks about that later in this chapter. But his message here 
and now is “Change your mind and change your ways”; unless you change your mind, you 
will all likewise perish.  

Older translations here have the word “repent”. This has become a musty and churchy 
sort of word, which now doesn’t mean much to most people. Literally here it means “think 
again”; the Greek word it translates means to “change your mind (and your ways)”, and in 
the Old Testament the word means to “turn around”.   

In this Lenten season, what are you and I going to do about the evil we see all around 
us, and about which we feel powerless? We are called to “think again” and to follow Jesus. 
Changing our minds is one of the hardest things to do.  Paul’s guidance to the Corinthian 
Christians in our second reading shows that the challenge may sometimes be to leave behind 
our whole ecosystem of fond but disordered desires – what the Bible calls idolatry.  

That's a tall challenge. But in the last few verses of the gospel reading Jesus shows 
that it is something for which he offers you and me his mercy and care every step of the way: 
he is the gardener who is committed to care for the fruitless fig tree of our life until it bears 
fruit.  It is that transformative care which encourages us to respond to his call to step out 
and change our mind – and change our life.   

Jesus doesn’t have an easy answer for why bad things happen to good people. But he 
does have a hard answer: he lays down his life for us. When those bad things do happen, he 
is here to come alongside us and take care of us. For this time of Lent and at this time of 
darkness in the world, his answer is not to point the finger at others but to call us to change 
our minds and change our ways.  

 

“Sir, [the gardener] replied, leave it for another year, and I’ll dig around it and fertilize 
it, in case it may bear fruit.”  

 

AMEN 


