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Texts: Isaiah 55:1-9 •  Psalm 63:1-8 • 1 Corinthians 10:1-13 • Luke 13:1-9

 Isaiah 55:1-9
Ho, everyone who thirsts, come to the waters; and you that have no money, 

come, buy and eat! Come, buy wine and milk without money and without price. 
Why do you spend your money for that which is not bread, and your labor for that 
which does not satisfy? Listen carefully to me, and eat what is good, and delight 
yourselves in rich food. Incline your ear, and come to me; listen, so that you may 
live. I will make with you an everlasting covenant, my steadfast, sure love for 
David. See, I made him a witness to the peoples, a leader and commander for the 
peoples. See, you shall call nations that you do not know, and nations that do not 
know you shall run to you, because of the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, 
for he has glorified you.

Seek the Lord while he may be found, call upon him while he is near; let the 
wicked forsake their way, and the unrighteous their thoughts; let them return to 
the Lord, that he may have mercy on them, and to our God, for he will abundantly 
pardon. For my thoughts are not your thoughts, nor are your ways my ways, says 
the Lord. For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so are my ways higher than 
your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.

Psalm 63:1-8
O God, you are my God, I seek you, my soul thirsts for you; my flesh faints 

for you, as in a dry and weary land where there is no water.
So I have looked upon you in the sanctuary, beholding your power and 

glory.
Because your steadfast love is better than life, my lips will praise you.
So I will bless you as long as I live; I will lift up my hands and call on your 

name.
My soul is satisfied as with a rich feast, and my mouth praises you with joy-

ful lips
when I think of you on my bed, and meditate on you in the watches of the 

night;
for you have been my help, and in the shadow of your wings I sing for joy.
My soul clings to you; your right hand upholds me.
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1 Corinthians 10:1-13
I do not want you to be unaware, brothers and sisters, that our ancestors 

were all under the cloud, and all passed through the sea, and all were baptized 
into Moses in the cloud and in the sea, and all ate the same spiritual food, and all 
drank the same spiritual drink. For they drank from the spiritual rock that followed 
them, and the rock was Christ. Nevertheless, God was not pleased with most of 
them, and they were struck down in the wilderness.

Now these things occurred as examples for us, so that we might not desire 
evil as they did. Do not become idolaters as some of them did; as it is written, 
“The people sat down to eat and drink, and they rose up to play.” 

We must not indulge in sexual immorality as some of them did, and twenty-
three thousand fell in a single day. We must not put Christ to the test, as some 
of them did, and were destroyed by serpents. And do not complain as some of 
them did, and were destroyed by the destroyer. These things happened to them 
to serve as an example, and they were written down to instruct us, on whom the 
ends of the ages have come. So if you think you are standing, watch out that you 
do not fall. No testing has overtaken you that is not common to everyone. God is 
faithful, and he will not let you be tested beyond your strength, but with the test-
ing he will also provide the way out so that you may be able to endure it.

Luke 13:1-9 
At that very time there were some present who told him about the Galile-

ans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. He asked them, “Do you 
think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners 
than all other Galileans? 

“No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did. 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?  
 “No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish just as they did.”

Then he told this parable: “A man had a fig tree planted in his vineyard; and 
he came looking for fruit on it and found none. So he said to the gardener, ‘See 
here! For three years I have come looking for fruit on this fig tree, and still I find 
none. Cut it down! Why should it be wasting the soil?’ He replied, ‘Sir, let it alone 
for one more year, until I dig around it and put manure on it. If it bears fruit next 
year, well and good; but if not, you can cut it down.’”



Your Ugly Side Is Showing • February 18, 2016 • Rev. Danny Yang • Page 3

This week, Facebook unveiled a new way to respond to your friends’ status 
updates. They call it reactions. Now you’re no longer limited to simply liking what 
you see on Facebook. You can express love, laughter, surprise, sadness, and anger.

Of course, Facebook didn’t roll this out as an altruistic feature. They’ve al-
ready stated that they are tracking how we use these new reactions so that they 
can improve the algorithm that determines your news feed to create an even more 
creepily personal feed that traps you into a never-ending scroll on your phone until 
your battery runs out.

But besides that, Facebook reactions are a product of consumer demand. Be-
cause sometimes when people share something about their lives that is difficult or 
tragic, the proper reaction is not really to like what they posted. If someone shared 
about a family member getting cancer, you really shouldn’t like that status update. 
With this new feature, you can share in sadness or anger.

Yet if we listen to Jesus in the gospel reading, he would have appealed to add 
one more reaction: a little round face that says, “Repent or perish!” (I’m still trying 
to figure out what expression the face would have.)

To grasp what Jesus is doing, we need to find contemporary analogies to the 
story. When the people ask Jesus about Pilate mixing the blood of Galileans and sac-
rifices, it is a reference to violent and profane killing of people. This tragedy would be 
consistent with other historical accounts of Pilate acting out in violence. The people 
recalling the killing would be similar to someone asking Jesus for comments on an 
unjust killing today. “Jesus, did you hear about the Mother Emmanuel AME victims 
in Charleston? Jesus, did you hear about another bombing in Turkey? Jesus, did you 
hear about another boat that capsized in the Mediterranean this week?”

These are situations where we want to hear what Jesus has to say. We have 
waded into perhaps the most challenging problem in religion: theodicy. That’s the 
technical term used for asking how a God that is all good, all knowing, and all pow-
erful can allow so much evil and suffering in the world? I imagine every person in 
this sanctuary has wondered the same thing at some point. And as you would ex-
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pect, there have been all sorts of attempts to resolve this problem. Some suggest that 
we are too human to understand all that God is doing. Others suggest that suffering 
is a consequence of God giving humanity choice and free will. In recent memory, 
a very popular book suggests that God is trying as best as God can, but sometimes 
suffering is inevitable.

So if there was any person we hoped could give us a satisfying, comforting 
answer, we would expect it would be Jesus. Not so. His answer is just plain ugly. 
To fully appreciate how ugly this response is, I simply put Jesus’ words in my own 
mouth. “What would Jesus do?” Right?

Not only did I imagine saying this, I imagined it happening in front of the 
Board of Ordained Ministry, a group of pastors and lay people who decide who 
gets to be a Methodist pastor. There I am, sitting in front of the board, and some-
one presents a tragic scenario, one filled with heartbreak and loss of life, and asks to 
hear my pastoral response.

And I respond to the board, “Well, do you think the people who died are 
worse sinners than you? No, but unless you repent, you will perish in the same way.” 
Think I’ll get any votes from the board that I should get ordained?

Perhaps though, as is usually the case, Jesus knows what he’s doing, knows 
what he’s saying, and is a step ahead of us. So let’s follow Jesus along his path of 
logic.

Part of the wisdom behind Jesus’ reply probably rests on the fact that there 
really is no satisfactory response to the problem of suffering. We experience this 
when the usual answers get played out in real life and how hollow those answers 
often sound. This is highlighted by greeting cards designed by Emily McDowell 
after she endured nine months of chemo and radiation. She made what she calls 
empathy cards after hearing all the trite responses to suffering. Here are a few ex-
amples of her cards:

“Please let me be the first to punch the next person who tells you everything 
happens for a reason.” 

“Together, we can find a cure for the phrase, ‘what doesn’t kill you makes you 
stronger.’” 

“If this is God’s plan, God is a terrible planner.”
Part of the explanation behind Jesus’ harsh answer is that he isn’t replying to 

people in the midst of pain and sorrow. The gospels record other stories where Jesus 
is interacting with people in the midst of suffering, and he is loving, caring, and 
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pastoral. Here though, he is addressing a philosophical question. That’s why he ac-
tually expands the scope of the theodicy question. When the people ask him about 
an act of violence perpetrated by the empire, he expands the question to include a 
construction accident that claims 18 lives. He wants to talk about theodicy, and he 
wants to include all the questions that we have about theodicy.

And his answer to our question of theodicy is repentance. 
Repentance? 
Is this really the time?
But let’s continue to trust Jesus and consider why he would seemingly redi-

rect to repentance amidst our questions about evil and suffering. Notice that in his 
reply, he immediately addresses a popular notion that suffering is the consequence 
of one’s own sins. That’s the thinking behind his question about who is the worse 
sinner. And we hear this today, “He had it coming. That’s karma. What did I do to 
deserve this?” 

And before we can spend a moment deliberating whether we’re actually bet-
ter people, Jesus emphatically says “No, you’re not!”

This clears the air about one fact regarding suffering; we are all equal oppor-
tunity sinners. We may want to believe that tragedy is somehow earned in the grand 
scheme of fate and destiny, but Jesus dispels that dangerous idea.

Then he takes the level playing field of sinners as a chance to remind us of 
the need for repentance. If you’ve heard past sermons on repentance, often we’re 
reminded that the word is metanoia in Greek. It has a connotation of changing one’s 
mind. Sometimes, the preacher will talk about repentance as a 180 degree turn.

I fear that the drama of such an image of repentance can become an excuse to 
exempt ourselves from the work of repentance. We may feel like we’re pretty good 
people and that such a huge change is unnecessary for me.

To better understand repentance, I sought wisdom from Jewish scholarship 
that explored the idea in ancient rabbinic traditions. Jesus is after all Jewish. And 
here, Rabbi Louis Newman offered a more challenging picture of repentance. He 
asks us to consider what happens if we’re only off by a few degrees rather than 180. 
When we plot that over the course of a life, then the trajectory of our life will gradu-
ally take us further and further away.

This image of repentance struck me this week when I had a chance to read 
some of MLK’s Letter from Birmingham Jail with members of Trinity East UMC, an 
historically black congregation in our conference. As I listened to the ways racism 



Your Ugly Side Is Showing • February 28, 2016 • Rev. Danny Yang •  Page 5

has changed over the last 50 years, it also became apparent that racism continues 
today in more insidious and pervasive ways. From #OscarsSoWhite to saying San-
dra Bland’s name to the Flint water crisis.

Then King wrote about those who maintain the status quo. I realized that I 
may be fluent in talking about race (Ta-Nehisi Coates and Michelle Alexander), but 
I am not active in changing the status quo because frankly, the status quo is not that 
much of a problem for me. I may deal with microaggressions: “Where are you really 
from?” “Your English is really good.” “Can you help me with this math problem?” I 
wish these comments weren’t made, but overall the status quo is a comfortable, safe, 
and secure place for me. But if the vision of God is healing and redemption for all 
people, then my complacency is a cause for repentance. I’m headed this way, while 
the kingdom of God is headed that way.

What does repentance look like then? 
Rabbi David Blumenthal surveyed tradition and found that repentance re-

quires five elements: recognition of one’s sins as sins, remorse, desisting from sin, 
restitution where possible, and confession.

I’m struck by the first step: recognition of our own sin as sin. In other words, 
repentance begins with facing our own ugly side. We have to talk about sin when 
we talk about repentance. And when we tread the path of sin, the easiest thing — 
the instinct — is to avoid talking about sin. We’ll try to run from it, hide it, lie about 
it. We’ve all learned different ways of wearing makeup to hide our ugly, sinful side.

And yet Rabbi Newman in talking about repentance offers these ideas: “Sin is 
about pretending that something is true when in fact it is not. Idolatry is pretending 
that something is divine and worthy of our devotion when in fact it is not. Repen-
tance is all about choosing truth over deception.”

Indeed, this is what we hear in Paul’s words to the Corinthians. He starts 
naming the road that leads to idolatry, to sexual immorality, to complaints, to test-
ing Christ. In other words, the path that leads to perishing.

And here I do find the idea of repentance as turning, whether it’s 180 degrees 
or two, remarkably helpful and essential. You see, in my observation, we don’t sim-
ply decide “I’m going to stop sinning. I’m going to stop this destructive habit. Pe-
riod.” That leaves a void where other habits of perishing will be quick to fill.

Such change requires an image of where we’re going. We find ourselves on a 
destructive path, and so repentance is about re-routing our lives onto the path that 
the prophet Isaiah proclaims. Come if you are thirsty! Feast on rich foods! Seek the 
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LORD to be satisfied! If we trust Jesus as truth teller, then the path to the truly full 
life requires repentance.

Repentance invites us to turn toward God — a full turn, with no part of our 
lives hidden. And when God’s gaze rests on us, grace is extended to be restored. Re-
pentance only makes sense because God believes in the possibility of who we can 
become, agents of love and healing and reconciliation in the world. What an idea! 
God believes in you.

Jesus follows his call to repentance with a short parable about a fig tree. The 
parable begins by turning to the gift of life that we all possess. We are alive, and 
each day is a gift. But to continue living in this gift, we need to tread the road of 
repentance in order that we can fully engage life, bearing fruit and becoming fully 
who God created us to be.

There’s one character in this parable that helps me understand Jesus’ unusual 
response to the problem of evil and suffering in the world. It occurs to me that 
when we have questions about theodicy, what are we really desiring to know? My 
greatest fear when asking about theodicy is that God really doesn’t love us.

And so in the parable the gardener appears, offering to tend the fig tree, to 
nurture it, to seek ways for the tree to blossom. The gardener is not afraid of getting 
dirty or the smell of manure in our lives. The gardener will not rest, and despite 
what the parable says, I imagine next year, if things stay the same, the gardener will 
plead for another year of reprieve.

And it is the work of the gardener that invites you and me to the continuing 
daily work of repentance, so that we can bear fruits worthy of repentance and in 
this transformation, discover that God’s love for us is present, true, steadfast, strong, 
and abiding.


