Third Sunday in Lent Year C
                                                Isaiah 55:1-9; Psalm 63; 1 Corinthians10:1-13; Luke 13:1-9
 
We have an interesting passage from Luke’s gospel this morning: it is a reading about a tower that comes tumbling to the ground and it is about Pilate who does bizarre things during a pagan ritual.  But before we get into the details, maybe we could take a few moments to put this thirteenth chapter in context.  We have this reading this morning taken from a much larger section that is full of some strange and painful stories.  If we turn back a couple of paragraphs, Jesus has told stories of masters who beat and abuse unfaithful slaves, about how Jesus sees himself not as one who brings peace, but as one who brings division and swords, setting family members against one another.  Not too long ago in Luke’s gospel, Jesus has told stories of prisoners who are dragged before judges, thrown into prison, condemned to a life sentence in the darkness.  Make no mistake, these are stories filled with violent images.  So, it may not be surprising to see that as the people hear Jesus telling strange and painful stories, they too come with their own stories that are filled with violent images.  It is at this point that we come into Luke’s gospel this day: we have the story of the collapse of the tower at Siloam and the religious atrocities of Pilate.  These are painful stories, and you might think that Jesus would come and console those whose hearts are breaking, comfort those whose minds are filled with a thousand questions about why these very bad things have happened to some very good people.  Jesus listens and this is his response: “Unless you repent, you also will perish as they did”.  And in case we did not get it the first time, Jesus says again: “Unless you repent, you also will perish as they did”.  And this word “perish” is not some kind of gentle passing away into the afterlife.  Luke will use this word for “perish” a total of 25 times in his gospel, more than Matthew, and almost three times as often as Mark.  It is a word that means to utterly abolish, to bring to ruin and destruction, or as one commentator has said, to perish in Luke’s gospel is to give over all that we are to the eternal misery of hell!  
This first story is about the collapse of the tower of Siloam.  The tower of Siloam was erected in the southern part of Jerusalem, a kind of downtown revitalization project, near a pool that was used for public bathing.  As you might expect, there were a number of craftsmen working on the building site: stone masons, engineers, and common labourers.  But one day, something happened.  One day, something went terribly wrong.  There was an accident and the stones began to shift.  The workers cry out for help, shouting at people below to get out of the way, but it is too late.  The ropes snap like pieces of string and the scaffolding crumbles under the stress of the shifting stones.  The entire tower came crashing down into the street below.  Some of the workers were killed and some of the people in the street were crushed by falling debris.  No one knows how this accident happened.  People are crying and screaming.  Bodies are lying under the rubble.  By the time all the dust settles eighteen people had lost their lives.  And Jesus says, “Unless you repent, you also will perish just as they did”. 
 
The second story is not about an industrial accident.  It has to do with Pilate who mingles the blood of some Galilean rebels with the blood used in pagan sacrifices. Pilate, the Roman governor, has executed some Galilean malcontents before but this time he goes one step further.  This time, Pilate takes the blood from these patriotic freedom fighters and mixes it with the blood of farm animals.  He drains the Jewish corpses and pours their blood with that of goats, rams and bulls in adoration of the Divine Augustus, Apollo and Aphrodite.  The political, social and religious meaning is obvious.  Jesus hears of this story, he is not stupid, he understands exactly what Pilate is doing.  And yet, Jesus does not console or comfort.  Jesus listens to this story, and in the face of both the families of the Galileans who were executed and the zealots were are thirsting for revenge, Jesus says “Unless you repent, you will perish just like they did.  Unless you repent, you will be brought to utter ruin and destruction.  Unless you repent, all that you are will be given over to the eternal misery of hell”.
Just in case you think that Jesus is the only one on this “repent or perish” kind of thing, Paul picks it up in the second reading, the reading from first Corinthians.  The church in the city of Corinth was suffering from a wide range of problems and conflicts, internal divisions and factions.  And Paul is getting frustrated with their behaviour.  He does not come out and say, “Unless you repent you will all perish” but he almost does.  Paul does not use the story of the collapse of the tower of Siloam, but he refers instead to the story of Moses and the journey of the people Israel through the wilderness.  Most of the people who left Egypt died in the desert and Paul’s explanation for their deaths is simple: God was not pleased with most of them so he struck them down in the wilderness.  Some were idolaters, worshipping pagan deities, and they died.  Other practised sexual immorality and 23,000 died in a single day.  Others tested God in their hearts and the Lord sent poisonous snakes to slay them.  Still others rebelled in the desert, grumbled and complained, and the Lord sent an angel to destroy them in their sins.  Paul says that these events in Exodus happened to serve as an example, they were written down for our instruction.  In other words, Paul says in 1 Corinthians, that these bad things happen to the people of Israel in the wilderness because they sinned, they grumbled and they complained, and if you people in the church in Corinth keep sinning, if you keep grumbling and complaining, you are going to perish as well.  So, if we were to walk into Paul’s office as he was writing 1 Corinthians, and ask him why those eighteen people in Luke’s gospel died when the tower of Siloam collapsed, he would say that it is because of their sins: the mason at the top of the tower and the woman in the street below, were struck down because of their iniquities, they were punished for their transgressions. Paul would agree with Jesus: unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.
 
I know that his season of Lent is about repentance, it is about self-examination, it is about our need for forgiveness.  That is why we begin the worship service differently during this time of the year.  But I do not think that I have ever stood up here and waved my finger at any of you and declared, “Unless you repent, you will perish just like they did, just like the people of Israel when they followed Moses, just like the people who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell, just like the people who were executed under Pilate”.  The whole “repent or die” thing just does not seem to make sense to me, nor do I think that is the kind of relationship that Jesus wants with us.  We do need to repent, some of us more than others.  But we change our ways not because of a fear of punishment.  Jesus’ call to repentance runs deeper than that.  We repent, we change our ways, we set aside those self-destructive things, not because of fear, but maybe, because of love.  Someone who loves you is calling you into a new way of life.  Jesus sees how you are living, the decisions you make, the things you do, the things you neglect to do, the way you keep clinging to the things that are killing you, and he is calling you and calling me to set all those things aside, to change, to repent, to re-think, to live differently, to follow him more closely.  Later in Luke’s gospel, it is not fear that calls the prodigal son home, it is not fear that moves the heart of the good Samaritan, it not fear that that brings the widow to put her two copper coins in the Temple treasury.  No, in all these things and more, it is love - that deep and abiding desire to be with.  I think of the times of conversion and change in my life, and they have all happened not because of a fear of utter ruin and destruction, or because all that I am would be given over to the eternal misery of hell.  The most significant times of growth and new life have been out of a response to love.  So, maybe that is what this season of Lent is really about.  It is about living in response to love.  Yes, it is about repentance, it is about self-examination, it is about following.  But we repent, we live differently, not because of fear, not in order to avoid something terrible.  We repent, we live differently, we move towards, because of a response to grace.  Repentance is about an inner change of heart embraced by Someone who loves you.  
