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If you live long enough something bad is going to happen in your life. You’re going to experience some kind of tragedy, some kind of heartache. I have made what I call the ABC’s of bad things that can happen to us. Listen to these; the list is certainly not exclusive. 
A. Acne. Do you remember how concerned you were about your complexion when you were a teenager?
B. Bugs; all kinds of bugs, literal and figurative. You have heard the saying that we will be bothered more in life by fleas than elephants. The little things bother us.  

C. Cancer. 
D. Death, both literal and figurative. The death of loved ones. Did you notice in our Hymn of Community, “When song gives place to sighing, when hope within me dies.” When hope dies, that’s about as bad as it gets. “When song gives place to sighing.” When we sigh instead of sing that’s evidence of a bad thing in our life. 

E. Earthquakes, both literal and figurative.  

F. Falls, both literal and figurative. How many people in our church have fallen? Broken bones; hips, arms, noses. 
G. Gout. 
H. I debated back and forth about what word to use for H.  And so I decided on two. 
Heartaches, both literal and figurative, and Hemorrhoids, both literal and figurative.  
I. Injuries
J. Jail time
K. Kidney stones
L. Lice
M. Mice
N. Neckties. Those are bad things in life. 
O. Overeating
P. Poverty, financial poverty and spiritual poverty
Q. Quick sands, literal and figurative.
R. Root Canals
S. Shipwrecks
T. Tornados
U. Ugliness
V. The Valley of the shadow.
W. Wars
X. X-rays. The kind of x-ray when the doctor comes in and says “I’m sorry.  We see a mass that concerns us.”
Y. Yankees. This applies only if you live south of the Mason-Dixon Line
Z. Zits. If we start with ”acne,” we have to end with Zits.
All kinds of bad things. If you live long enough you will know some of these things in your life. 


This sermon is particularly in response to something I heard on the news a couple of weeks ago.  There was a plane crash yesterday. A local guy tried to do a Chesley Sullenburger impression and land in a river.  The difference when you land your plane in the Arkansas River instead of the Hudson River is that you land on a sand bar instead of water.  
A couple of weeks ago there was a plane crash in Bristow.  They interviewed a reprehensive man from the Jenks Riverside Airport, the place from which the flight had originated.  That man said, “You know if it’s your time, it’s your time.”  Is that right?  Is that how God deals with us?  Is that what we believe about God?  
Something interesting in our scripture today, and there are several things that I could mention.  Any time you read a scripture and you see the words “on the third day”, or “three years,” you know something else is happening.  We know what happened on “the third day.” We know the length of Jesus’ ministry was “three years.”  
If you read a scripture and you see something about a gardener, do you remember John’s resurrection story?  Mary’s in the garden and she sees someone. John says she doesn’t recognize him. Mary, John says, “supposes him to be the gardener.”  The gardener in the story was Jesus.  There is a gardener in our scripture today.  
Some of Jesus’ disciples ask him about two tragedies that have happened. This is an obscure passage found only in Luke’s gospel.  It’s a story about some Galileans whose blood is mingled with their sacrifice. What had happened is that Pilot had sent some of his henchmen into a crowd that had come to the temple to worship.  They had their sacrifices with them.  Pilot’s henchmen used clubs to work them over, killing some of them.  Literally, their blood was mingled with the blood of their sacrifices.  The tower inside of the Jerusalem Wall, the tower of Siloam, fell over and killing 18 people.  The disciples of Jesus ask Jesus about this, but there is an interesting turn. Instead of entering into some kind of theological discussion Jesus said, “Do you think these are worse than the others because of what happened to them?”  In fact they did. Jewish theology said if something bad happened to you it was because you had not lived according to God’s will for your life.  God blessed those who were good and cursed those who were bad.  Jesus said that’s not right.  These people weren’t worse than anyone else; but if you don’t repent you will perish. Just as they did.  

It is interesting how this turn occurs. We see a picture of a demanding Savior.  I think the married couple sitting closest to me this morning is David and Beth Dunning, so I’m going to use them for this example.  If David Dunning were waking out at Woodland Hills Mall and ran into Julia Roberts, the pretty woman, chances are David might say “Hi” to her, or even “Welcome to Tulsa.”  But he wouldn’t have to.  Even if she spoke to him, he wouldn’t have to speak to her. But if David ran into his pretty woman, Beth, and she spoke to him, he better speak to her, right?  She can demand that because she loves him.  She can expect his love, because she loves him.  
We believe in a demanding Savior. He demands that we repent; he says “If you want to follow me, you need to take up a cross and deny yourself, then follow me.  Only one who takes up his own cross is able to demand of his followers that they take up a cross.  But the one, who demands the most, gives the most. The one who gives the most, forgives the most.  The one, who forgives the most, loves the most.  The one who loves the most, demands the most.
If you have ever been to Israel you will understand this.  The soil in Israel is like Sylvester Stallone; it’s rocky. There is hardly any arable soil, soil that is usable for planting crops. So when the owner of this vineyard has a tree that is not producing, he, understandably, says to the gardener “Cut it down.”  The soil is too valuable. 

We can imagine a conversation between God and Jesus about a person who is not productive. “Cut it down,” God says. Jesus says, “Give him one more chance to produce.”  There is a lesson here about the nature of God.  We believe in a God of second chances, but there is another side to God’s nature.  
In the church, the church is represented by two schools of thought.  One part of the church says, “God is like Harry Truman, give ’em hell, God.”  You notice, anyone who says that always says “Give them hell” not “Give me hell.”  “Give ’em hell. That’s what they deserve, God.  They deserve your judgment.  
There is another school of thought within the church that says we believe in a God of second chances. We believe in the God of the third chance, the fourth chance, the fifth chance, a God who it seems never gives up.  We also believe in a God of the final chance. In our relationships with each, in our relationship with God, there comes a point in our lives a final chance.  I could stand here in the pulpit and say, “Do whatever you want; live as you please, it won’t matter. Of course it does matters, because there is a final chance.  We believe in a God who demands the best of us, because He gives the best to us.  

One of my favorite hymns is “When I Survey the Wondrous Cross.”  Remember the line from the hymn, “Were the whole realm of nature mine, that were a present far too small; love so amazing, so divine, demands my soul, my life, my all.”  If you live long enough something bad will happen in your life.  Bad things do happen, even to good people. We know that.  

One of my favorite persons in the faith was William Sloan Coffin. I consider him almost a mentor in some ways because nearly everything Coffin wrote I would try to get my hands on so I could read it.  I respected him that much.  Coffin knew tragedy in his life.  He had a 23 year-old son named Alex, who lived in Boston.  Alex was driving one night, late, beside the Boston Harbor. He drove his car accidentally into the Boston Harbor; the car sank, and Alex drowned.  Later, a woman from the church that Coffin was serving, Riverside Church, in New York, came by the house where many other had gathered.  She brought food, and as she was going through the house she muttered to herself, “I just don’t understand God’s Will.”  Coffin responded to that comment in a sermon the next Sunday. This is what he said, 
“God doesn’t go around this world with his finger on triggers, his fist around knives, his hands on steering wheels. God is dead set against all unnatural deaths.  Christ spent an inordinate amount of time delivering people free from paralysis, insanity, leprosy, and muteness. The one thing that should never be said when someone dies is, ‘It is the Will of God.’  Never do we know enough to say that. My own consolation lies in knowing that it was not the Will of God that Alex died.  When the waves closed over the sinking car, God’s heart was the first of all of our hearts to break.”  

We believe in a demanding savior who demands that we live our lives according to God’s Will.  That is the best thing that Christ can do to show love for us.  The author, Douglas John Hall, has written these words, “Love doesn’t just accept everything. If it’s love, it cares about the real condition of the beloved and if the beloved is, in fact, a distortion of the person he or she could be, then the only role that true love could assume is one of truth and the intention to change.  Jesus loves me does not mean that Jesus likes me and makes no great demands upon me.  Jesus loves me, therefore I had better be prepared for some embarrassing moments of truth, and some hard work.”  
If you live long enough, you will know some bad things, some heartache in your life.  But if you live long enough with faith, if you live long enough with faith to repent, this scripture says you will live.  Amen
.

