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In my deciding to become a minister, filling in as a supply preacher at Summerland United Church, I encountered a mother, and her 19 year old son, I will never forget. I had been called at home early in the week by the local funeral director after a troubling accident on Skaha Lake south of Penticton.  Some teens had been indulging in the favourite local pastime of jumping from cliffs that plunge into the deepest part of the lake.  One young man, a newbie to the cliffs, made a slight error in his jump and he knocked himself out when he hit the water. His friends watched in horror as his limp body simply sank.  A 911 call was placed and it took almost two hours to recover the young man’s body.  

It was an unusual circumstance because all the funeral arrangements were made from a distance.  The young man’s brother and mother lived in different places and they were just so financially at the edge that only one trip to Summerland could be made.  It would be the day of his funeral.  But they didn’t want a full blown service. They wanted a gathering of his friends to say what they needed to say, with an open casket, and they wanted a minister to show up and say what ministers say.  While I did get to speak to mom on the phone, to explore what she wanted, I only got to meet this young man’s mother on the day of the memorial event.  
As I was standing at the casket, looking at this handsome young man with long blonde, surfer boy good looks, I wondered how the event would go.  How does a grieving mother and a grieving girlfriend meet for the first time over the casket of one they both love?  When his mother came and stood beside me, seeing him for the first time since his death, she touched his hand, looked at me and said “oh no, he’s cold.”  With that came the tears and the most troubling of any confession and self-blame.  “What did I do wrong?  Why didn’t I see this coming?  He left home way too soon?  He was always my worry?  Why did God let this happen?  Is God punishing me for being a bad mother?”

I know all of us here would think that’s just not how God works and we might even try offering a different perspective.  But can you see; in her grief, this woman, was not looking for information?  She was trying to make sense of a senseless death with the limited tools she had.  All I could do was stand with her as she processed her own understanding of who God is, and help her develop the trust that she was not alone.  
The text that Myrna read is one of the weirdest in the gospel of Luke taken out of its context.  That’s because it’s really an extension of Luke’s writing found in the previous verses and the chapter break makes it doubly unhelpful. Just prior to what we heard, Jesus told a parable about the rich fool who made plans to build bigger barns when his life would come to an end that very night. He then used the metaphor of watchful and slothful slaves to illustrate the necessity of faithful service while the master was absent, because one never knows when he will return.  The theme of reading the signs and being prepared while God’s kingdom comes, runs throughout Luke.
Then Myrna read about how Jesus is interrupted in that very moment by people reporting out an event in the temple when Pilate slaughtered faithful Jews at the exact time they were giving their offerings at the altar. The blood of burnt offerings and slaughtered Jews ran together.  Those reporting this incident seem to be grabbing this idea of reading the signs, and throwing it in Jesus’ face.  “You think we don’t know the signs…look what Pilate did.  Those who were slaughtered on the table were not ready for their master’s return”  

Jesus response is shocking.  “So you think those Galileans are worse sinners than all Galileans?  Unless you repent, you will all perish.”  And then Jesus remembers another tragedy in Jewish history when a piece of scaffolding that runs the wall of Jerusalem, near the pool of Siloam, fell and 18 people lost their lives.  He asks “Were they worse offenders than all others living in Jerusalem?”

Jesus is addressing this very question of why bad things happen to good people.  The theology of a vengeful God doling out judgment on sinful people is rampant here. Like the woman before her dead son’s casket, our notion of a vengeful angry God is not far from what we believe is the consequence of our behavior.  Jesus first point here, is “life happens.”  In this case, really lousy things happen, but not because God is reacting to people’s bad behavior.  Can you see how the journey back for the woman in Summerland would be long and painful as she tried to seek grace for all the errors of her ways that led to God taking her son?

Jesus is saying no to all of this lousy theology and adds a second challenge; the invitation for people to repent.  Unless we do, we will all perish.  

Now there is a loaded word that threatens to render the church irrelevant. Repentance sounds so judgmental and conditional.  It’s also filled with our belief that repentance is for pagan  infidels, and murders and crooks.  He couldn’t be speaking to us…after all, we’re already in church…we already live lives of order and respectability.  
But truthfully, if we’re not careful, our own theology of a vengeful, angry God isn’t far behind that of the grieving mom in Summerland.  

Here in this story, Jesus is talking to good church folk like you and me.  Repentance is not just for sinners and tax collectors.  The biblical act of repentance is a regular re-ordering of our minds, a turning of our minds to the mind of Christ so that our lives; every relationship, every spending decision, every political action is infused with an attitude of justice, and grace.  
And this takes practice.  Every Sunday we pray, “forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those who trespass against us.” I don’t know about you, but I find this to be some of the hardest work I’m called to do as a follower of Jesus.  He constantly invites us back to the re-ordering of our minds.  He constantly says to us, repentance is a daily spiritual practice that calls us to let go of the old scores and grievances that feed our broken relationships – with ourselves, with our neighbors, with the world.
The parable he offers at the end of all this teaching helps me to remember.  It’s been interpreted in all sorts of ways by theologians and scholars way smarter than me.  But for this morning, I see it as a way of helping me decide where I put my energy.  Give anything food, fertilizer, water, and careful tending, and it will grow.
The more I feed old scores and grievances the more they will grow. The more I feed a theology of a vengeful angry God who takes “his” displeasure out in the bad things that happen, the more that theology will grow and I will encounter bad things.  The more I prattle on about my aches and pains, popping pills for every ailment, the sicker I become.  On the flip side, the more I nurture and love a broken relationship, forgiving as I am being forgiven, the healthier it will become.  The more I repent, and practice the mindfulness of Christ, the stronger I will be when life presents itself – in the trouble and beauty, in the order and the chaos, in the grief and the joy.  

What we give energy to grows.  In this season of Kenosis, this season of self-emptying, the one we follow, this Jesus of Nazareth calls us to our own rooting, grounding, fertilizing and tending, for the sake of a bountiful harvest.  May we respond faithfully and courageously.  Amen.
