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On July 17, 1981 at the Hyatt Regency in Kansas City, a poorly designed walkway collapsed 

killing 114 people and injuring more than 200 others. It was the deadliest structural accident in 

U.S. history at the time. In a trial that followed the engineers who designed the walkway were 

acquitted of all crimes, but they also lost their engineering licenses. You may remember this 

disaster at the Hyatt in Kansas City, but you should not blame yourself if you do not. There have 

been so many tragedies and so many news events in the 38 years since, who can possibly 

remember them all.  

When the Lord is speaking in our gospel lesson this morning, he makes a reference to an 

event like that. A tower has collapsed in Jerusalem called Siloam that kills eighteen people. It is 

one of those events in the news that is all anyone is talking about, but it will soon be replaced in 

people’s memory by other events, and other tragedies. We call these happenings in the news 

“current events” and current events never stick around in our memories for too long.  

But that is not the only current event that Jesus talks about in our lesson for today. 

Another event has happened that is less like the collapse of the Hyatt and more like the 

massacre that happened recently in the mosque in New Zealand. Pontius Pilate, the same 

Pontius Pilate who sat in judgment over Jesus when he was on trial for his life, apparently sent 

a detachment of soldiers into Galilee to attack people and butcher them, not while they were 

leading an armed rebellion, not while they were looting and rioting, but while they were 

minding their own business worshipping, much like those people who were gunned down at 

the mosque in New Zealand—and as they worshipped these Galileans were offering animal 



sacrifices on an altar and as they and the animals were slaughtered together, their blood 

flowed together with the blood from these sacrifices. 

Two events, one accidental and one deliberate, but both terribly tragic, and both of which 

are so recent they would still be dominating the headlines in all the papers if they would have 

had papers in those days. And as Jesus mentions these events to his disciples he says the 

following. “Do you think that these Galileans who were slaughtered by Pilate were worse 

sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you no, but unless you 

repent, you too will all perish. Or those eighteen who died when the tower of Siloam fell on 

them, do you think they were guiltier than all the others living in Jerusalem. I tell you no, but 

unless you repent, you too will all perish!”  

But isn’t it funny, isn’t it funny that in spite of Jesus’ words, there is no indication anywhere 

in this story that the disciples Jesus is talking to do think this. That is, they never say that they 

think those who died in these tragic events are worse sinners than they are or worse sinners 

than anyone else. So why does Jesus act as if they do think this? 

Well, the easy answer to that question of course is that Jesus knew everything. That is what 

we have been taught after all, growing up in the church. But I also don’t think you have to know 

everything to know that the disciples assumed that the people who were killed in these two 

current events must have been bad people. They must have been bigger sinners than they 

were.  

But why do I say that? Well, I say that because while I don’t think there are many things 

that you can assume that you know about other people, there are a few things you absolutely 

can assume about other people rather safely. For example, when someone does not eat for two 



days, you can assume that they are hungry. When someone does not sleep for two days, you 

can usually assume that they are tired. And I think we can add something to that. When 

someone suffers a tragic event we can almost always assume there are people who say “That 

can’t happen to me.”  

Our Lord is aware that his disciples don’t think that either of these tragedies can happen to 

them because in their minds, bad things like this only happen to people who are especially bad 

sinners. In their minds, towers only fall on people who don’t pray and who don’t worship God 

and who don’t pay their tithes. In their minds, people in temples only get slaughtered who are 

tax collectors or prostitutes, or adulterers, or thieves. But why would the disciples think such 

things? Maybe you have known people in your lifetime who think like that. Maybe you have 

known someone who just assumes that whenever something in your life bad has happened to 

you it must be because you have angered God in some way or displeased God in some way. If 

you have ever known someone like that, I am guessing you may not be friends with that person 

anymore. It would be kind of hard to be friends with someone like that. They can’t exactly give 

you the support or understanding that friendship sometimes requires. But today, I am going to 

suggest that you not be so hard on them. Go easy on them. Forgive them.  

And I say forgive them, not just because forgiving is the Christian thing to do, but I say 

forgive them because saying that bad things only happen to bad people is just a device that 

people use to protect themselves from randomness. And this is not the only device people use 

to protect themselves from randomness.  

I wonder how many of you remember November 22, 1963. Some people in this 

congregation had not been born at that time, and I am one of them. But many of you 



remember that date and you will never forget it. It was, after all, the date in which President 

Kennedy was gunned down in Dallas, Texas and later died, becoming the only President in any 

of our lifetimes to ever be assassinated. For me, it is hard to imagine something like that 

happening, and for those who remember it, I bet it is hard for many of you to believe even to 

this day that such an event happened to one of our Presidents.  

If you will remember that day, you will of course remember that the person who was 

arrested and credited with the assassination was a guy named Lee Harvey Oswald, who himself 

would be killed by another man named Jack Ruby before he ever went to trial, and you will also 

remember that in the years that followed, and even up to our current time, all kinds of books 

came out about how there was some kind of conspiracy was at work in the killing of the 

President. It is with no exaggeration that I tell you that there must be at least a hundred 

different conspiracy theories about who killed Kennedy. There are conspiracy theories that say 

Castro did it, there are conspiracy theories that say the mob did it, there are conspiracy 

theories that say the CIA did it, there are conspiracy theories that say that the KGB did it, you 

may even remember that there was an off Broadway play that came out at one time that was 

loosely based on Shakespeare’s Macbeth, called McBird, and the premise of the play was that 

Lyndon Johnson did it. 

Now, I don’t know if you have ever believed any of those conspiracy theories or if you have 

ever even been interested in them. And I cannot say for certain that any of them are false. I 

don’t know what happened on that day in Dallas. I wasn’t there. But I also think these 

conspiracy theories became so popular, because if you lived through that time, you found it so 

hard to believe that a ne’er-do-well like Mr. Oswald working a minimum wage job at a 



warehouse could act alone to end the life of the President of the United States. It just seemed 

too random. It seemed too accidental. A President’s death had to have more meaning than 

that. He had to be taken out by something bigger than that and for the sake of some important 

cause, not just because some unknown psychopath wanted to make a name for himself.  

But life is random. And that is what Jesus tells us today is that life is random. Don’t think 

only bad people have tragedies happen to them. Don’t think that your virtue, and your 

righteousness and your good works, or even your good heart can save you from the tragedies 

of life. It cannot.  

We use devices to save ourselves from the randomness of life because the randomness of 

life is scary. It is much more comforting to think that we are safe from some random and 

meaningless tragedy than to think that bad things can happen to us just as easily as they could 

happen to anyone. But while yes, indeed, it might be scary, here’s why it’s important. You see, 

without being open to the randomness of life, we cannot be open to compassion. 

You see, the word compassion means suffering-with. Years ago there was a movie that 

came out called The Passion of the Christ, and it was all about the suffering of Christ. When you 

have com-passion on someone you suffer with them, but you cannot suffer with someone 

unless you say what has happened to you, can also happen to me. When you look at someone 

who suffers unless you also see your own eyes in their eyes, you don’t have compassion on the 

person that suffers. Their pain is not really your pain unless you suffer with them. And one thing 

I can also tell you, with all certainty, is that there will never be a time in this world, and I don’t 

care if you live to be 150, you will never see a time in this world in which this world has enough 

compassion. I have never had anyone come into my office and say pastor I just see too much 



compassion out in the world, or pastor too many people have compassion for me. What I hear 

is just the opposite, what I hear is that nobody cares. I lost my job and nobody cares. I have 

cancer and nobody cares. I am going through a divorce and nobody cares. The Beatles sang 

about that fifty years ago: “Eleanor Rigby, died in the church and was buried along with her 

name. Nobody came. All the lonely people, where do they all come from? All the lonely people, 

where do they all belong?” 

If you have compassion you have a wonderful gift, a wonderful gift that this world 

desperately needs, but first you have to have the courage to say “That could happen to me.” 

And thank God that even in the times when it seems like no one else in this world has 

compassion, thank God that even in those times when you say nobody cares, our Lord has 

compassion on us. And our Lord has compassion on us precisely because he became one of us, 

precisely because he came down among us to go through all that we could ever go through in 

all this randomness of life. This randomness of one current event after another, the 

randomness of tragedies that seem meaningless, and that could happen to any of us at any 

given time. Our Lord has been there, even when everyone else says that could never happen to 

me.  

  


