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Luke 13:1-9

“Does suffering mean that you are being punished for your sins?” the people ask Jesus in today’s Gospel. Jesus tells them no, but don’t we have a tendency to think bad things are punishment, especially when someone other than we are suffering? My friend thinks that New Orleans was destroyed because of the decadence there and is positive that the same is going to happen to Las Vegas. Some say that HIV/AIDS is retribution for being gay. When that divine bolt of lightning strikes the bad guy, we say, “He deserved it!”

No. That’s not the case. No one deserves to suffer. “Those who suffer calamities are not worse sinners than anyone else. When others suffer a tragedy, it should serve as a reminder to all of us that the reason we were spared is not because God loves us more than them. We are all sinners and are in need of repentance,” says Jirair Tashjian of the Christian Resource Institute.

Tashjian adds that the warnings of Jesus that the people would perish, too, unless they repented “were spoken not to pagan infidels or a crowd of murderers but to people who were good, religious folk who led decent lives in accord with the law of God. Why would such people have any need for repentance? Repentance is not just for the murderer and the adulterer. Repentance is not something to be done once and then given up. Repentance is an ongoing attitude, as expressed in the Lord’s Prayer, ‘And forgive us our sins, for we ourselves forgive everyone indebted to us.’”

After he reminds his listeners that their time is short, Jesus talks about the fig-less fig tree and the gardener who wants to save it. God, the ultimate gardener, gives us many opportunities to change. His mercy, the psalm says, endures forever.

Mercy endures forever, not us. I keep thinking I have lots of time, that I have many Lents during which to get fruitful. I cringe when I read what Goethe said: “Whenever you get too comfortable, remember that Hell will begin the day that God grants you the vision to see all that you could have done, should have done, and would have done but did not do!” 

On Ash Wednesday, I promised to quit gossiping, to be on time for morning Mass, and to be focused at work. To date, I have gossiped every day, been late for Mass every morning, and am spinning my wheels at work. I’m praying that the gardener will give me another year before he chops me down.

Lent is the season of repentance. How are you doing this Lent? 

