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Luke 13:1-9 
At that very time there were some present who told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had 
mingled with their sacrifices. 2He asked them, "Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in 
this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? 3No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you 
will all perish as they did. 4Or those eighteen who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them 
— do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem? 5No, I tell 
you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did." 
       6Then he told this parable: "A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and he came looking 
for fruit on it and found none. 7So he said to the gardener, 'See here! For three years I have come 
looking for fruit on this fig tree, and still I find none. Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the 
soil?' 8He replied, 'Sir, let it alone for one more year, until I dig around it and put manure on it. 9If it 
bears fruit next year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.'" 
——————————————————————————————————————- 
 

“What did I do to deserve this?”  Weary or puzzled at what’s befallen us, most of us 
have had a time when we’ve at least sighed this plaintive question: “What did I do to 
deserve this?”  Maybe it was a flat tire, or a computer that crashed, or keys you locked 
in the car – frustrations you just didn’t need right then… But sometimes it ’s cancer or 
a stroke, or a divorce or a job termination that’s trashed one’s life into a wilderness of 
grief.  And then the wondering and the questioning,  “What did I do to deserve this?” 
can become quite serious.   
 
Hurting people often struggle to make sense out of the calamity they’re facing.  “Bad 
things like this don’t just happen without a reason,” we begin to think.  The heavy 
weight of what we ’ll now have to bear, or the great scope of the crisis with which 
we’re going to have to cope appear impossibly beyond our abilities; and so they drive 
us to the possibility of…God.  We want to turn to God for help and strength – we 
need to turn to God for help and strength – but there ’s this roadblock.  Have you 
ever run up against it?  “Everything happens for a reason,” we tell ourselves,  “and isn’t 
God behind everything that happens?”  “Why would God have caused this to happen 
to me?  Why would God let this happen to us?”  And the roadblock becomes a 
terrible vice…because we’ve long believed that God is both the Cosmic Director of 
events and the Executor of moral judgment.   
 
The God behind all that happens to people is the God who demands righteousness 
from people. “So if something this bad has happened to me, there must be a reason…  
And maybe it’s because I did something wrong or something bad.”  “What did I do to 
deserve this?”  Friends will tell you it’s not your fault, but let me tell you, it’s going to 
feel like it’s gotta be your fault… There’s a strange shame that we feel because the 
disaster feels so much like a punishment, or the calamity a terrible retribution.  And 
the God who’s behind what happens, is the God who ’s promised to reward the good 
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and punish the bad.  So there’s gotta be a connection between the awful that 
happened to me and the awful I must have done. 
 
Parts of Scripture, no less, support this very way of thinking.  And every time we 
think we’re beyond such tit-for-tat theology, it rears right back up.  Wasn’t it Pat 
Robertson who once said that an awful earthquake that took hundreds of thousands 
of Haitian lives was God ’s punishment for some voo-doo pact with the devil 
supposedly made hundreds of years ago?  “What did I do to deserve this?” is just a 
short hop away from  “What did they do to deserve that?”  And before you know it, 
after awful catastrophe strikes, we’re playing the awful game of blaming the victim.   
 
That ’s what’s happened with the two instances of disaster and catastrophe that are 
mentioned in our gospel reading.  Everyone’s gotten into blaming the victim.  
Someone mentions to Jesus the episode of Pilate mixing in the blood of tortured 
Galileans with their ritual sacrifices, and notice that no one is blaming Pilate for any 
cruelty!  Can you believe it?  It’s the victims who are being blamed!  They must have 
committed some terrible sin for God to let this happen to them.  People want to find 
something wrong with those poor Galileans, while no one is heard complaining about 
Pilate – incredible!  But that’s what still happens….  “What did I do to deserve this?” 
or “I wonder what they did to deserve that,” and we end up absorbed in the terrible 
business of blaming the victim. 
 
The first case was a heinous disaster that was perpetrated by a cruel society.  But the 
second case, as mentioned by Jesus, is something of an unintentional accident or even 
natural disaster.  A wall collapsed and crushed 18 people to death.  But people are 
evidently still playing the game of blaming the victim.  “Why those 18 people and not 
others?  They must have done something bad for God to let them be in that wrong 
place at the wrong time.” 
 
Every time we human beings have to have God behind everything that happens, we 
end up blaming the victim…or we end up playing the innocent victim and blaming 
God!  But maybe that ’s the real problem that leads to the blame game: always putting 
God behind everything that happens, as if God programs the universe of events.  But 
what if God is not behind everything that happens? What if God is ahead of 
everything that happens – ahead of the curve, ahead of chance and random events?  
Jesus refuses to play the blame game because Jesus puts God ahead of everything.  In 
each case he refuses to connect awful disasters that happen to people with awful sins 
which they must have committed, and for which God is supposed to be punishing the 
literal living daylights right out of them.  Bad things of human instigation or natural 
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accident –some bad things just happen to people regardless of how sinful or righteous 
the people are.  I mean, what did Jesus do to deserve crucifixion?   
 
The Cross of Jesus should forever dispel our temptation to think that awful events of 
pain and suffering are somehow punishment for awful sins.  God does not work that 
way.  God neither sends terrible calamities as tit-for-tat punishments, nor does God 
magically prevent terrible things from happening to relatively innocent people.  Jesus 
refuses to blame the victim, and Jesus also refuses to blame God for the bad things 
that happen.   
 
Blaming God for the terrible things that happen to us is a popular option in our age.  
We live in a society where so many people want to see themselves as a victim of 
something unfair or undeserved.  But did you notice that in his responses to those 
terrible calamities, just as Jesus does not blame the victims, he does not coddle people 
either, as if they are the unfair victims of fate?  “ No, I tell you; but unless you repent, 
you will all perish just as they did.”  That doesn’t sound like a Lord who is going to 
pamper us when we think life is so unfair, does it?  Instead of indulging our hurt 
feelings, Jesus seizes the moment to call for the repentance of our life.  Jesus lets us 
neither blame the victim nor play the victim (so that we can blame God.)  “Unless you 
repent – change your thinking and way of living, you will all perish just as they did, 
blaming themselves or God.”   
 
“Quit playing the blame game, and start working in the business of hope.”  The 
trouble with blaming the victim or playing the victim is that each side of the coin 
makes us so complacent about what happens.  “You’re only going to get what you 
deserve,” and so we let things happen rather than make new things happen.  The 
trouble with the blame game is that everyone loses to complacency.  One of the 
greatest dangers in my spiritual life, and I suspect in the life of this congregation, is 
complacency.  It’s the temptation of  “Why bother?”  Either people will always mess 
things up, or God will direct things the way God wants anyway; so why should I try to 
change things?   
 
The trouble with the fig tree was not that it bore bad fruit, but that it bore no fruit; it 
was content to just take up space as the world happened around it.  The trouble with 
many of us is not the bad things we do, but the “no things” we do in a world that is 
hoping so much for our fruits.  And it ’s not really a fruit problem, the wise gardener 
understands; it’s a root problem.  Complacency is a problem that is noticed by a lack 
of fruit, but complacency is really a root problem.  The soil needs to be worked up, 
and manure needs to be spread.  What a description of the Gospel of Jesus!  I know 
there are times you probably think I can spread it on pretty thick, but what a way to 
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think of the Word of the Lord, come to you today!  Jesus works on our root problem.  
With his insightful words he digs into our life; and with his incisive Word he works 
things up a bit, doesn ’t he?  And even though many in this perverse world may think 
his Word and Sacrament are just churchy manure, it is what gives these roots of ours 
the stuff they need in order for the fruit of hope to be borne in a world in need. 
 
The trouble with the blame game is that everyone loses to complacency.  But Jesus 
does not play the blame game. Jesus calls for us to repent, to turn around and join 
God ’s hope mission.  What if God is not “behind” everything that happens?  What if 
God is ahead of what happens, ahead of every curve that sin and death can throw at 
us?  What if God is so ahead of the curve that God knows how to use an awful unfair 
calamity of death to serve an incredibly wonderful miracle of life?  That ’s the promise 
of Jesus ’cross.  God is not behind it all, but ahead of it all – to use even the worst 
disaster that could ever befall the innocent for the best new day of Life that could 
ever dawn upon even the guilty.   
 
The God ahead of what’s happened…  That’s the God whom Ukraine and still 
tornado-damaged Kentucky really need now -  the God who will not be outdone or 
outwitted by the bad things that do happen in God ’s creation…  The God who is 
reaching into ruin, heartache, and even death, to raise a new day of life fit for our 
praises. Quit playing the blame game that loses to complacency; and start living and 
giving the hope that wins the soul. God is not behind everything you’ve suffered, to 
punish or condemn you. God in Christ is ahead of everything we’ll face, to raise and 
restore us to the peace of Jesus Christ our Lord.  

 


