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There's a lot of seemingly undeserved suffering in the 

world today.  Dictators vie for power and influence, and 

not just in the Middle East.  Paedophiles and bullies prey 

on others.  Refugees stream away from oppression and un-

asked for conflict, only to be ghettoised and told they're 

not wanted.  Bankers and big businesses seem to care 

more for profit than people.  Natural disasters sweep away 

whole communities and leave survivors struggling and 

desperate.  And none of us here is immune from 

personalised suffering and devastating loss.  In the light of 

our TV and newspapers' headlines, the question "Where is 

God?" always seem to loom, spoken or unspoken, in the 

background. 
 

Our difficult gospel reading is linked to such issues and 

seems, to our modern ears, to raise similar questions.  

However it comes in the middle of a section in which Luke 

has gathered together many sayings of Jesus about God's 

judgement and justice.  Two disasters are noted; one 

affected the backward country hicks of Galilee, the other 

hit the sophisticated, refined dwellers of Jerusalem, the 

secular and spiritual capital.  The first was a man-made 

disaster, the second a natural one.  Jesus' assertion is that 

such things can happen to everyone, regardless of who 

they are or where they live.  There is no distinction; these 

things are the common lot of mankind.   
 

Such teaching was revolutionary in a society that tended 

to link physical welfare with spiritual health.  Remember 



 

 

even the disciples asked Jesus about a man born blind: 

"Rabbi, who sinned?  This man or his parents?"  Jesus' 

point was that suffering is not necessarily related to sin.  

Nor is having good things in life necessarily the result of 

a righteous life.  Indeed, Jesus' own life should teach us 

that; he was poor and suffered persecution, betrayal and 

the most appalling death despite being sinless himself.   
 

Is Jesus not concerned with the suffering of such folk as 

those in our reading?  Of course he is; in the opening 

sermon of his ministry he quoted Isaiah's prophecy to 

define his ministry as one who would relieve suffering, 

heal the sick and open the eyes of the blind.  Throughout 

the gospels we see him doing just that.  However, just as 

he is concerned for those he meets who need relief from 

physical suffering, here he is just as concerned for those 

who come to him with a spiritual need, but unaware of it.   
 

Those who told Jesus about the Galileans wanted to know 

if violence and suffering are random or if, as they 

presupposed, it happens according to divine law and 

judgement.  Jesus rejected their attempts at calculating 

how God's spiritual favours are distributed.   
 

His response exposed an attempt to deflect attention away 

from the primary spiritual issue, which is that we all have 

an obligation to live in penitence and trust before God.  

Thus Jesus addressed their complacency about their need 

for God and tackled head-on their unperceived self-

justification about their own personal relationship with 



 

 

God.  He did this by exploding the myth that material 

welfare is directly proportional to spiritual righteousness.  

Everyone is equally a sinner, equally under God's 

judgment and thus equally in need of repentance and 

God's mercy.  Jesus seems to imply that the question 

which suffering should prompt is not so much "Where is 

God?" but rather "Where am I with God?"  Thus this 

discussion between people and Jesus exposes a need for 

us all to take reflection and self-examination about this 

question very seriously indeed.   
 

There is a danger that our modern western society can be 

similarly blind about our spiritual welfare.  While we may 

not always be complacent about the suffering of others, 

and we can even seek to alleviate it, we are very well off 

materially.  This can blind us to our own need for 

repentance; it can cloak us from seeing that we need God's 

mercy just as much as others who are more obviously 

suffering.   

 

Reflection and self-examination on these matters are 

serious and necessary parts of our spiritual life, and 

particularly appropriate for Lent!  The fundamental 

question in such disciplines should always be "Where am 

I with God?"  As one of my Bible commentaries says: "it 

is the obligation of every person to live in penitence and 

trust before God, and that penitent trust is not to be linked 

to life's sorrows or life's joys."  Thus it is more important 

to consider where we are with God regardless of our 



 

 

external circumstances, our standing in society, and in 

suffering or joy.  
 

The message, despite being very serious, is not one of 

utter doom, gloom and "Woe is me!"  The little parable of 

the fig tree at the end of our gospel seems somewhat out 

of place until we realise it is a picture of God's mercy in 

the middle of this serious talk of judgment.  Despite the 

initial barrenness of the fig tree, the possibility of 

fruitfulness remains; it is never too late to receive God's 

mercy.  As St Paul wrote later "mercy triumphs over 

judgment" because God wants all people everywhere to 

be saved.   
 

To return to my original question posed by this gospel 

passage: "Where is God in the suffering?"; he is there in 

the middle of it, in the person of Jesus, the sinless one who 

came to suffer so that we may not suffer the ultimate 

penalty of God's judgment.  He came in the mercy of God 

to open up a new way for God's mercy to be given to us.  

Above all he came to call us to repentant trust so that, 

regardless of our own sufferings or joys, we can respond 

to God's mercy with fruitfulness and trust as we consider 

that deeper, more searching question: "Where am I with 

God?"  Let that be theme of our self-examination this 

Lent, and then onwards, as we start to consider how to 

grow our church here in Warasah.  AMEN. 


