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Love in the face of fractured relationships 
 
At First reading that Gospel passage might be taken as Luke wanting us to know what Jesus has to say about 
the question, “Why do people suffer?” with Jesus reputing the notion that suffering is a result of sin, that it is 
some kind of punishment for wrongdoing! As elsewhere (such as John chapter 9 with the man blind from 
birth) Jesus is quite emphatic. (There the man’s blindness has nothing to do with either the man’s sin or that 
of his parents). For Jesus there is no one to one relationship between sin and suffering. But a closer look at 
this passage in Luke reveals that something much more significant is being said as well. As my favourite 
commentator on Luke’s parables, Kenneth Bailey, points out, we are not told by Luke the intent of those who 
come telling of this atrocity, but this intent is relatively clear to anyone who lives or has lived in a world of 
violent political conflicts. Bailey says,  

“The present writer has recently completed eighteen months of agonizing with the Lebanese 
people in their civil war of 1975-76. The war was sparked by a massacre of twenty-eight in a 
bus on the outskirts of Beirut. From that time on, endless stories of massacres (some fact and 
some fiction) were rampant all across the land. Such stories serve a function in a community at 
war. The teller and the listener together are emotionally stirred to a point of rage that can then 
motivate them to heroism in retaliation. But woe be to the listener who dares ask, "Have you 
checked your sources?" Or who says, "Do not forget our hands are not clean either." All such 
talk is considered disloyal and the one who dares express such sentiments can expect a verbal, 
if not physical, attack. The brief report in the text has all the characteristics of such a violence-
inspired rumour. Pilate's soldiers could have been so insensitive to Jewish religious practices 
as to attack worshipers in the very act of offering a sacrifice. But such an incident would 
hardly have escaped Josephus, (the Jewish historian who makes no mention of it) who was not 
slow to criticize Pilate. Some minor attack on zealots in the city of Jerusalem could easily have 
been blown up into the report we have in the text. The expected response is, "How long, O 
Lord! Destroy the house of the evil Romans! Hear the cries of thy people!" A modernisation of 
this same incident would be to go up into a Christian village in the Lebanese mountains and 
announce, "They came into the church with their machine guns and gunned down the faithful 
in the very act of participating in the Holy Eucharist! The blood of the worshipers was 
mingled with the holy wine on the altar! NOW WHAT DO YOU THINK OF THAT. The 
listener must answer with sympathy and denunciation.  Jesus is expected to respond with a 
denunciation of the Roman overlords. He does not. Rather, he opens the question of sin and 
suffering and concludes with a call for them to repent! Political enthusiasts struggling for their 
concept of justice do not ordinarily take kindly to such a call. Yet Jesus repeats a second time the 
call for the listeners themselves to repent, lest they also perish. This unexpected thrust gives us 
an illustration of the courage of Jesus, an understanding of a part of the reason why he was 
rejected by his community, and a profound insight into a part of his response to the oppressed 
struggling for justice. This call for repentance is thrown in the face of nationalistic enthusiasts 
who stand in opposition to Roman oppression. Those who fight for a just cause often assume 
that the struggle for the cause makes them righteous. It does not. The more intense the struggle 
for justice, the more the oppressed tend to assume their own righteousness. This assumption of 
righteousness at times expresses itself as an arrogance that refuses any criticism. The 
subconscious rationale seems to be, "Our cause is righteous, thus we are righteous. 
Furthermore, after all that we have suffered, how dare you inflict any more wounds on us by 
your criticism." Attitudes of this type have on occasion surfaced on both sides of the barbed 
wire in the Middle East in the past thirty years. Only the strong and the brave can dare to 
endure the wrath of such oppressed and turn the attention away from criticism of the hated 
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enemy to painful self-criticism with the warning, "Unless you repent, you will all likewise 
perish.”   (edited excerpts from p 75 -79 of ‘Through Peasant Eyes’ Kenneth E Bailey Eerdmans 1980) 
 

So Jesus seems to be saying in today’s Gospel passage "You want me to condemn evil in Pilate. 1 am not 
talking to Pilate. He is not here. I am talking to you. Evil forces are at work in your movement that will 
destroy you, Pilate or no Pilate. You must repent or all of you will be destroyed by those forces." Among 
those who struggle for justice there develops the attitude, "We are the angels and they are the devils." 
Blessed is the movement that is willing to listen to a courageous voice quietly insisting, "There are devils 
among us and angels among them. We must repent." He does not tell them to submit to Pilate. He is not 
acquiescing to Roman oppression.  Rather he bravely demonstrates a deep concern for the people in front of 
him who will destroy themselves and all around them if they do not repent .  

 I connect this to an article by Doug  Soderstrom a Nth American Psychologist who is also 
courageous in what he writes in “If only George Bush had been Amish”  
http://www.countercurrents.org/us-soderstrom141006.htm)  
In the article he says in part :  

The Amish response to the brutal slaying of five of their own offspring in an old fashioned, 
one-roomed school house was a blueprint for how President George Walker Bush should have 
responded to the slaughter of nearly 3,000 of our own citizens in the tragedy of September 11, 
2001. The merciful decision to forgive a deranged man who, for whatever reason, chose to 
project a self-inflicted sense of hate upon a classroom of nothing but innocent children was 
exactly as God would have had it, exactly how he would have responded if it had been one of 
his own children who had been slain. Something like that of “the cross” when his son, Jesus, 
spoke the immortal words, “Father forgive them for they know not what they do!” A message 
for the ages, one for all of mankind to hear, even to understand. A reminder that hate might 
well rule the day, but, in the end, only love has the genuine capacity to heal a world caught up 
in the agonizing grip of pain and suffering. 
 
If only George Walker Bush had taken the time to read the same Bible as that of the Amish, a 
simple pastoral community wanting to carry out the merciful requests of a loving God, a 
people who took to heart the words of one who so clearly taught that the wisdom of the world 
is no more than mere foolishness to God, that the urge to take revenge upon those who might 
choose to hurt another is nothing short of folly, that the decision to strike back is like pouring 
kerosene on a lighted fire, a catalyst that transforms enmity to into a certain desire to kill. 

 
But we need to bring it down to a personal level too. All that is at a remove from you and I who may well 
feel that we can do little to influence what our Government’s do in response to terror and violence. How does 
this compact on us, in our lives and relationships? Let me make a correction in this way by suggesting this: 
All of us from time to time have disagreements/a falling-out with others. Sometimes so much so that it does 
violence to the relationship. The relationship becomes fractured, broken. Sometimes even to the extent that 
brothers/sisters; parents/children, former good friends stop even talking to each other. The longer this goes 
on, the harder it seems to do anything about it. Sometimes such a situation lasts for years, so much so that the 
initiating reason for the rupture in relationship gets lost, but the feelings of hurt, resentment, blame, guilt 
continue. Often each person blames the other and feels that therefore the other needs to apologise, make the 
first move in order to make reconciliation possible. 
 
Once a man who had such a long falling out with his brother came to talk about it with his priest. He said to 
the priest, who was very wise – “I feel bad about the fact that my brother and I haven’t spoken for years,” 
and he told the priest the story what had happened to bring about the fractured relationship. “I’d really like to 
find a way to be reconciled, but as you can see it really was his fault and so I feel he needs to come and 
apologise. Am I right in thinking he needs to make the first move?” The priest thought briefly and said, “I 
cannot really say who is to blame for what has happened between you and your brother, especially as I have 
not heard his side of the story. So I cannot say whether you are right to feel he needs to apologise. But there 
is one thing I can tell you and that is this – whichever one of you and your brother makes the first move and 
approaches the other in order to seek reconciliation, whichever one of you does that is the one who has the 
most love!” 
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