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“What Are We to Say?”

“What then are we to say about these things?”

What are we to say?

It is a beautiful late summer morning as people are going to work in lower Manhattan, when suddenly a
commercial jet crashes into the north tower of the World Trade Center.  At first, everyone believes that it is a
horrible accident, and emergencies responders and television crews race to the scene to cover the story and its
aftermath.  Suddenly, on live television and in front of thousands of eyewitnesses, another jet crashes into the
south tower.  From that moment on, September 11 will take on a new and ominous meaning.
What are we to say?

A busload of excited junior hockey players is traveling to a playoff game in rural Saskatchewan.  The young men
and their coaches are busily discussing the upcoming game, catching up on their email and social media, and
preparing themselves for their opponent.  Meanwhile, a truck driver is traveling a road he has driven many
times, delivering yet another load as he thinks of his family and if his salary will cover this month’s mortgage
payment.  If either the bus or the truck had left a split second earlier, they never would have known of each
other’s existence; but when the collided on that dark intersection, fifteen members of the Humboldt Broncos
lost their lives, and a nation was plunged into a darkness far more profound than that which enveloped the
accident scene on that Saskatchewan night.

What are we to say?

It was the first warm day of spring on the streets of North York, and people are getting out and enjoying the
sunshine and visiting their favorite neighborhood shops and restaurants.  Suddenly, a rental van leaps the curb
and plows into people on the crowded sidewalk, killing ten people and injuring thirteen.  At first, it appears to
be a horrible accident; but as the day unfolds, it is discovered that this massacre was intentional, revealing a
darkness that few knew existed in some young men and once again plunging a city and nation into fear and
uncertainty.

What are we to say?

From the terrorist attack of 9/11, to the accident that took the lives of the Humboldt Broncos, to last week’s
senseless attack on the streets of Toronto – to countless other stories of senseless carnage – we are
surrounded by so many stories of senseless slaughters of innocent people that we are often at a loss for words. 
How can these things continue to happen?  What is causing all of this unspeakable tragedy, and why does it
happen again and again?  What is causing all of this to happen?  Who or what is to blame?

What are we to say about these things?

We live in a world in which violence can strike at any time, often without warning and without explanation; but
as we hear in today’s Gospel lesson, it is not a phenomenon that is unique to our modern world.  Luke reports
that some in “the crowd gathered in thousands” (12:1) tell Jesus of an incident “about the Galileans whose
blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices” (13:1).  While no other sources report such an incident in which
the Roman governor slaughtered a group of Galileans, the historian Josephus’ accounts of Pilate’s
confrontations with the Jews confirm that such bloodshed was not uncommon.  Why the crowds report this to



Jesus is not clear, but Jesus seizes upon it as a teachable moment in which he asks them to consider whether
there was any cause that might explain such a horrific response: “Do you think that because these Galileans
suffered in this way they were worse than all other Galileans?” (13:2).  Jesus’ question is based on the popular
notion that sin is the cause of calamity, that there must be a reason why tragedy befalls a person or
community:

· “Think now, who that was innocent ever perished?  Or where were the upright cut off?” – Job 4:7.
· “His disciples asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?’” – John

9:2.

If God is responsible for everything that happens, and God is a just God, then according to this line of thinking
calamities must be the result of human sinfulness.  But Jesus rejects this cause and effect notion, for the fallacy
in such logic is the idea that God is the immediate cause of all events, which leaves no room for human
freedom or freedom in the created order, and therefore for events that God does not control.  Instead, Jesus
issues a warning that shifts the crowds’ attention away from the victims of Pilate’s massacre to their own
circumstances and relationship with God: “No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.”
(13:3).  Suffering and calamity are not God’s punishment for sin; however, just because suffering is not
punishment does not mean that it is entirely disconnected from sin: “Sin has consequences, and there are all
kinds of bad behaviors that contribute to much of the misery of the world, and the more we can confront that
sin the less suffering there will be.” (David Lose).  Jesus calls the crowd to repentance so that we might turn
away from all that would draw us away from God into the darkness of evil and destruction and return to the
Lord as the source of light and life.

· “Jesus rejects such attempts at calculation, not only because they are futile, but also because they
deflect attention from the primary issue: 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.  Life in the
kingdom is not an elevated game of gaining favors and avoiding losses.  Without repentance, all is lost
anyway.” – Fred Craddock.

Jesus offers the crowd another example of a tragedy in which innocent people lost their lives: “Or 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?” (13:4).  The Pool of Siloam lay in the southern part of Jerusalem, and
presumably a tower in the city wall had collapsed, killing eighteen persons.  Were those who died, Jesus asks,
worse sinners than those who escaped death that day?  Jesus answers in the negative but warns again of the
coming judgment: “No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.” (13:5).  Again, sin is
not the cause of the deaths of these people; but Jesus warns all the crowd that repentance is necessary lest sin
cut us off from God who is the only once who has the “words of eternal life.” 

· “… to fear God’s wrath is not to fear what God will do to one (the external view) but to fear what one
will become (the internal view), namely, cut off from God.  The question of eternal judgment,
therefore, involves the question of who can be saved, at the last, to be eternally cut off from God.” –
D.Z. Phillips, The Problem of Evil & the Problem of God.

What then are we to make of all of this?

Paul’s question in his letter to the Romans points us to what awaits those who answer Jesus’ call to
repentance: the surety of God’s grace.  Because “God proves his love for us in that while we still were sinners
Christ died for us” (5:8), we live in confidence that “there is therefore now no condemnation for those who are
in Christ Jesus.” (8:1).  Whatever happens to us that we might construe as a result of God’s rejection –



tribulation or anxiety, persecution or famine, poverty or war – has lost its power to destroy us, for God is on
our side:

· “If God is for us, who is against us?  He who did not withhold his own Son, but gave him up for all of us,
will he not with him also give us everything else?  Who will bring any charge against God’s elect?  It is
God who justifies.  Who is to condemn?  It is Christ Jesus, who died, yes, who was raised, who is at the
right hand of God, who indeed intercedes for us.  Who will separate us from the love of God?  Will
hardship, or distress, or persecution, or famine, or nakedness, or peril, or sword?” – 8:31-35.

The Christian faith does not shield us from suffering which is the lot of humanity.  We have no promise that we
will not be the victims of senseless tragedy, that our lives will not be taken from us without reason and without
warning.  Jesus had warned his disciples that “you will be betrayed even by parents and brothers, by relatives
and friends; and they will put some of you to death.  You will be hated by all because of my name,” (Luke 21:16-
17).  But Jesus also promises his followers that there is no power in heaven or on earth that can destroy them
or separate them from God’s love: “But not a hair of your head will perish.  By your endurance you will gain
your souls.” (21:18-19).  The only ones who have the power to accuse or condemn us – God or his Son – are the
very ones who protect us.

· “Gone forever the temptation to assume ill fortune is evidence of God’s rejection of us!  Banished once
and for all the temptation to conclude that when things go badly, it means God has deserted us.  God is
for us.  Nothing significant can therefore be against us.” – Paul Achtemeier.

Paul can therefore assert with confidence that “we are more than conquerors through him who has loved us. 
For I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come,
nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of
God in Christ Jesus our Lord.” (8:37-39).

God is not the cause of suffering or calamity, nor does God delight that humanity is subject to these destructive
forces.  God did not create a world in which humanity was meant to live in fear or uncertainty but intended
that we live in the midst of God’s perfect love which “casts out fear; for fear has to do with punishment, and
whoever fears has not reached perfection in love.” (1 John 4:18).  The violence and fear that infect our world
are the result of human sinfulness, of our turning our backs on God and giving ourselves over to the forces of
darkness: “And this is the judgment, that the light has come into the world, and people loved darkness rather
than light because their deeds were evil.” (John 3:19).  Sin is the human act of rebellion against God, of being
faithless in our response to God’s faithfulness to us.  This is why Paul proclaims that “the wages of sin is death”
(Romans 6:23), for in turning our backs on God we separate ourselves from the only source of light and life, the
only one who is “the way, and the truth, and the life.” (John 14:6).

But even though humanity has been faithless in turning its back on God, God has remained faithful toward
humanity; for “if we are faithless, he remains faithful – for he cannot deny himself.” (2 Timothy 4:13).  God’s
answer to sin isn’t punishment but instead is love; God is not an angry, vindictive deity who needs to be
placated with an atoning sacrifice.  Instead, God proved his love for us in sending his only Son so that death no
longer has the final say for God’s people, “so that everyone who believes in him shall not perish but shall have
eternal life.”  In Christ, God liberates us from the forces of death so that we might live in the abundant life that
is God’s loving Will for all God’s people.

· “[Christ] has redeemed me, a lost and condemned human being.  He has purchased and freed me from
all sins, from death, and from the power of the devil, not with gold or silver but with his holy, precious
blood and his innocent suffering and death.  He has done all this in order that I may belong to him, live
under him in his kingdom, and serve him in eternal righteousness, innocence, and blessedness, just as



he is risen from the dead and lives and rules in eternity.  This is most certainly true.” – Martin Luther,
Small Catechism.

The good news of the Gospel of Jesus Christ is that “everything which Christ has is ours, graciously bestowed on
us unworthy men out of God’s sheer mercy, although we have rather deserved wrath and condemnation, and
hell also.” (Luther, “Two Kinds of Righteousness”).  God’s answer to sin is not wrath and punishment; God’s
answer to sin is always love.

· “That is, in Jesus God loves us enough to take on our lot and our lives fully, identifying with us
completely.  In the cross, then, we see just how far God is willing to go to be with us and for us, even to
the point of suffering unjustly and dying the death of a criminal.  And in the resurrection, we see that
God’s solidarity and love is stronger than anything, even death.” – David Lose.

What then shall we say?

There are often no words that can begin to explain the senselessness of so many of the tragedies that fill our
world.  But what we can say is not words of our own, but the Word that is the source of our sure and certain
hope as Christians, the “Word [that] became flesh and lived among us … full of grace and truth” (John 1:14),
the Word of life that is ours in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ:

· “What is our hope in the best and worst of times?  When all around our soul gives way?  Our hope is
that nothing can separate us from the love of God in Christ, not even suffering and death.  Our hope is
not for an easy or comfortable or secure life on this earth.  Out hope is that the love of God will grant
us joy in the all-satisfying glory of God which will continue through death and increase for all eternity.”
– John Piper, September 16, 2001.

What we can say in the midst of the unspeakable horrors of the modern age are the words that Christians have
proclaimed amidst the evil, the violence, and the cruelty of every age: that this is our Father’s world, and
“though the wrong seems oft so strong, God is the ruler yet.”  What we can say is that evil will not have the
final word, because we live in confidence that in the end God gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus Christ.

· “’We are not yet, but we shall be.  It has not yet happened, but it is the way.  Not everything shines and
sparkles as yet, but everything is getting better.’ (Luther).  We do not know what we shall be.  But we
know already something of the courage to become.” – Douglas John Hall, God & Human Suffering.

What then shall we say?

In the end, there are no words that can describe the horror that far too often infect human existence.  But
what we can say are the words that are the basis of our hope, the Word of eternal life that is the good news for
us, the Word that the Church is called to proclaim to all peoples: “neither life nor death shall ever from the Lord
his children sever.”  Amen.


