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Interesting, but – just today – in our youth and 

young adult discipleship class, we began to explore the 

issue of “bad things happening to good people” – and 

then we encounter today’s gospel:  

“Jesus and the boys were over at Peter’s mother-

in-law’s – in the living room - chilling a little after all that  

teaching and healing – doing a little channel surfing.  

They catch the end of a March Madness game, 

skip over ESPN’s last year’s Daytona 500…over-ride the 

Gunsmoke re-run – and end up on channel 4 as Doreen 

Ginsler begins the evening litany of world madness and 

mayhem. They slowly put the popcorn bowl on the 

coffee table… there’s a ‘clink’ as the brewskies go down 

too, and they listen intently to the day's tragedies.  

After a while one disciple says, "Hey, Jesus: that 

horrible terrorist attack in Paris – and the one in the 

theater in Colorado – and, well, even that mass killing of 

all those kids up in Newtown, Connecticut a few years 

ago: “just how bad were these folks anyway – really – to 

get killed like this?  Man!  God must’ve really hated them 

to smite ‘em like this!” 

It was a popular question in Jesus' day, and still 

is. We always seem to want to believe that when 

something bad happens, it must have been for a reason 

– and that God must have pulled the trigger.  

Jesus pauses, strokes his beard like the wise man 

he is... "No, they didn't die because of anything they 

did…it was purely random. But, I gotta’ tell you: unless 

you guys clean up your acts, you'll die just like ‘em."  

Imagine the shock.  There’s a low murmur in the 

room as the disciples stare at each other: “had Jesus 

missed some morning medication?” Two of them head 

to find a bathroom – ‘cause you know you don’t buy 

brewskies, you just rent ‘em - just as Doreen starts details 

on another catastrophe.  

And, Jesus pipes up this time: "Hey, guys, let me 

ask you something: those people in the World Trade 

Center a few years ago – what was it: over 3-thousand?-  

what about them? And the folks in the earthquake that 

hit Japan – killed hundreds of people. Does that mean 

they were worse sinners than their neighbors in Russia?"  

Jesus waits for his question to sink in, and adds:  

“You know there are about 700 earthquakes every 

week…over 3-thousand this month…had 91 just 

yesterday…     Well, what’da ya think?”   

Nobody answers. 

"Well, then, let me tell ‘ya: none of that had 

anything to do with morals. they just got in the way." 

“Whew!” – a collective sigh fills the room – “sure 

glad to know that God doesn't work that way.”  

But then, Jesus comes in with the clincher: "Let 

me tell you something, though: unless you people start 

going in the right direction, you think that falling building 

in Siloam was bad?  Hah! Same thing’ll happen to you.”  

Somebody got up and changed the channel. 

 By the way: trinity’s own Frank Honeycutt came up with 

part of that illustration… 

Whenever you pick up the Bible and try to make 

sense of what are – more often than not – stories and 

events in a culture so foreign to us – you have to consider  

what theologians call the “sitz im leben:” a German term  

roughly translated as “situation in life:” that is, the social 

context from which a particular biblical narrative 

emerged, or – how the reality of everyday life at the time 

colored what these first century people actually heard – 

what they took away from any particular encounter with 

Jesus.   

And, a major facet of the sitz im leben of the time 

was the Jewish theological doctrine of “retribution:” the 

belief that those who receive special punishment must 

be guilty of some great sin. You see - it was quite 

common back in the 1st century – just like it is today - to 

believe that there’s no such thing as an “accident:” that 

everything happens for a reason: God is a righteous 

judge who gives people – especially other people – 

exactly what they deserve.  

Those questioning Jesus today are hoping to 

hear him affirm that, “Well, yes: yes there was a reason 

for those particular Galileans to be massacred by Pilate 

in the Temple…” to acknowledge that it was an act of 

Divine judgment, because – you’re right: they were 

“worse sinners” than all others. That’s what their 
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legalistic theology had taught them. But, they, surely, 

were – at the very least – disappointed – probably even 

angered – at how Jesus responded. 

Think of yourself: it’s hard just to think about 

those killed just this week from tornadoes right here in 

Virginia - but it’s even harder to have to live with the idea 

that it just ‘happened:’ that there was no “reason” for it 

– at least no Divine reason - because when we think that 

way, we begin to think that, well, then: somehow, God 

has lost touch with the world and nobody’s in the driver's 

seat." It screws-up our orderly and understandable 

world…  

Besides, it scares us. 

Back in ‘81 Rabbi Harold Kushner wrote the book  

"When Bad Things Happen To Good People" after his 13- 

year-old son - Aaron - died from a rare disease which 

caused premature aging. He wrote it, he says, for people 

like him- those in the midst of a crisis of faith: "people 

who’ve been hurt by life."  

And, I dare say that’s all of us. 

Kushner says that – in our cleverness – our 

‘desperation’ I’d call it – we’ve developed 7 

‘explanations’ of why bad things happen in life - and 

some are pretty scary: 

One is because somebody made a mistake: they 

didn’t pray hard enough, their faith wasn’t “strong” 

enough – or, they played hooky from church last Sunday  

to play golf… 

Maybe it’s because God has some kind of hidden 

purpose which – for whatever reason – he deigns not to 

share with us… 

Perhaps, we rationalize –somewhat reluctantly – 

suffering will actually turn out to be good for us: Romans 

5 even as much says so: “Suffering produces endurance,” 

Paul writes,” and endurance produces character, and 

character produces hope…” 

Well, sometimes.  Not always. But, at least he 

doesn’t blame God. 

Perhaps - we think in all our false humility (not 

truly believing a single syllable) – that we’re really not all 

that important in the grand scheme of things: that God’s 

purpose is in the Grand Design of his good and beautiful 

universe not in our puny lives…or that suffering is 

supposed to teach us something - - if not us, then maybe 

those who see us suffer.   

Some think suffering is a test...and when it’s 

severe enough, it leads us to death – which is really so 

much better than we have here… 

Of course it is – but that has nothing to do with  

it. What does is that all those have at least one thing in 

common: they all finger God as the culprit – and then 

try to figure out why an all-powerful, all-loving, all-just 

God would want us to suffer. 

Kushner – and Keyser – believe there’s another 

approach: that God has absolutely nothing to do with 

causing suffering: it strikes at random – maybe coming 

from residual pockets of the original chaos that Genesis 

1:1 talks about: stuck in those places in the universe 

where God’s creative and redeeming Light just hasn’t 

had enough time to reach.   

Maybe it’s bad luck or lousy karma: we’re in the 

wrong place at the wrong time…or maybe it’s caused by 

the forces of Nature: each of which has a job to do:  wind 

blows…rain rains…lighting strikes…and none is governed 

by any kind of moral code. They operate scientifically – 

not morally.   

If anything, much suffering is caused by the 

actions of evil people – and evil people are as real as the 

evil demon that possesses them.  Satan is always “on the 

prowl” looking for someone’s faith to annihilate.  And, 

last but by far not least: there’s always our constant 

companion: that familiar kind of suffering that we do to 

ourselves.  

God’s job – and he’s incredibly good at it - is 

when “bad things” happen, to instantaneously jump into 

the fray to wring as much good from it for us as he can. 

Whoever we are and whatever we do, we all 

share one thing in common: we are sinful, whether we 

admit it or not. Saint Augustine once wrote, "Whatever 

we are, we are not what we ought to be." And, Mark 

Twain observed that "man was made at the end of the 

week, when God must’ve been awfully tired...” 

As United Methodist theologian Leonard Sweet 

puts it: “We need to ‘reboot:’ to make the simple human 

effort to consciously and intentionally “seek the Lord,” 

and “call upon him” -  get rid of all the pretense; dump 

all the ego; admit our humanity and our dependence on 

God…take the step that will transform our lives” – 

because that’s the way God rolls. 

Maybe the first reboot we ought to make is to  

stop blaming God for the crap, and thank him for the 

blessings.  At least It’d be a start. Amen.
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