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Cause and Effect, Call and Repentance

Throughout history, as human beings, we have always held the desire to find comfort through explanation. It can
be noted that from the beginning of time we have looked at cause and effect to provide answers to our curiosity.
For example, based on your preconceived knowledge of cause and effect, what do you expect to happen if I throw
this apple up in the air? You would expect it to fall, just as it did.

In today’s gospel from Luke, Jesus is asked to give an answer to some of humanity's most complex and
demanding questions, like “how does God let bad things happen to good people.” Here, the disciples come to
Jesus completely confused and overwhelmingly terrified by recent tragedies that have befallen their neighbors.
Trying to somehow come up with a sensible reason for how such senseless and horrific fates could befall other
faithful Jews just like them. In the case of the Galileans, a whole community of devout Jews making their
sacrificial pilgrimage to Jerusalem and the Temple in order to demonstrate their faithfulness to God. Arrive at
their sacred place of worship only to be met by a horrific and violent death. As Pilate murders the entire group,
mocking their sacred rites and rituals by mixing their own blood with that of the sacrifices they so dutifully
brought as an offering to God. And, too, what about those innocent bystanders at the tower of Siloam? Entering
the walls of Jerusalem’s Holy City only to be crushed under the weight of the walls that were constructed to keep
those inside safe. It couldn’t simply be a wrong place at the wrong time situation, could it? In the face of both
immoral and senseless tragedy the disciples beg Jesus for an explanation, a reason. Anything, to give them a sense
of security, or a shred of hope, that our world and our lives are indeed rightly ordered. As they try and follow
oversimplified ideas surrounding cause and effect. As they come to Jesus asking, IF... these seemingly faithful
Galileans, who have come to the temple to worship God with offerings of Sacrifice, were brutally killed by Pilate,
THEN… they must be receiving the retribution due to them based on the sins of their forefathers or of themselves.
Right?! Moreover, IF… innocent bystanders came to meet their untimely death with the tragic collapse of the
Tower of Siloam, THEN… they must have committed some form of ungodly sin. Right?! That’s the only sensible
and fair explanation, Right, Jesus?!

But, Jesus meets their demands for oversimplified explanations with a call to turn from the desire for simplistic
answers to deeper and more complex questions. Requiring deeper and more complex answers. Because, as much
as we may try we cannot simply fit God into a box of tit for tat, black and white, right vs. wrong way of thinking.
We can’t require God to conform to our own simplistic and linear ideals of the universe and the events that take
place within it. Because to do so would be to assume that our  “God [is] in the business of meting out judgment
and curses in relation to our sins.” And, if this were true, then there certainly wouldn’t be “anyone left on this
planet.” Assuredly, and thankfully, our God of love and mercy does not act in such a crude and frankly immature
manner. Which is what Jesus is trying to convey to his disciples as he meets their demands for an answer with a
story and call to repentance.

So what about this apple? Around three centuries ago Sir Isaac Newton used this same form of curiosity and
human desire for cause and effect, to explain the cause of an apple falling from a tree through the effect of gravity.
In turn, not only giving us the explanation for why the apple falls from the tree, but also for why our earth makes
an annual journey around the sun. Through his theory of gravitational pull Newton made scientific history.
Breaking open a whole new world of research and discovery that spanned not only our terrestrial earth but the
larger universe.



And, thanks to the continued evolution of human curiosity 250 years later Albert Einstein refined Newton’s theory
of gravitational pull even further. By introducing an entirely new theory based on the speed of light, and the
natural laws that surround it. His theory, entitled General Relativity, is based on the fact that the velocity of light
can be seen as a kind of cosmic speed limit, and therefore affects the laws of gravity. In this way, Einstein
theorized that speed creates waves in the fabric of space and time. And, that Gravity is therefore affected by the
wraps and curves of our spacetime continuum. And, up until 6 years ago, Einstein’s theory of General Relativity
was just that, a theory. It wasn’t until the creation of LIGO Observatories, a machine that uses light, through
lasers, mirrors, and perpendicular tubes spanning 2.5 miles to detect and measure gravitational waves, that
Einstein’s theory was actually able to be proved. And we were, for the first time ever, able to detect the space time
continuum as we captured the aftermath of two black holes that collided over 1.3 billion years ago. Seeing, for the
first time, the ripples and waves created by the event. Finally, allowing us to behold the continuum, and observe it
just as we would a pebble landing in the water.

Have I lost you yet?  Well... if you are still following, you may be asking--what does any of this have to do with
us, or our Gospel story, or Jesus? Like Jesus’ disciples we are always looking for answers to our questions of
why? Trying to discover the cause of the effect.  As Jesus responds to the disciples' demand for an answer to their
questions of why and how God could allow horrific fates to befall seemingly justified individuals he answers
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.” Here, Jesus’ call to repentance is not a call to wallow in
penitential shame or the condemnation of guilt. Nor, is it a call to live in fear of judgment or eternal punishment. It
is instead a call to realize our deeply beautiful and necessary connection to God and to one another. To turn away
from our own simplistic and self centered ideals and desires, and towards the larger universe in which we are all
inextricably bound up together. Allowing us the opportunity to not only acknowledge but also experience and
discover, just as Newton did over 3 centuries ago that we are all interrelated, interconnected, adn interdependent
one upon another. Just like gravity, in which matter and energy are related and connected to one another, us...  to
this apple, to one another, to black hole that merged over 1.3 billion years ago.

While the collision of the black hole occurred in space and time far far away, we can still see it, and feel it, and
now we are beginning to understand its effects on us today. And, even more so, as the tragedy that befell the
Galileans and the crowds gathered at the tower of Siloam may seem inconsequential to us today, we are still
talking about it, over 2,000 years later. Asking those same questions, why and how? Forgetting what our origin
stories tell us in the first place. The CAUSE: God’s desire to be in a beautifully intimate and interconnected
relationship with all of humanity. And, the EFFECT: Free will (as the parent to three under 5, I can tell you I
know this one well). Because, it is here we can begin to imagine, even see, how Jesus’ call for repentance, as
beloved children of God, is a call to remember that we are a part of an interconnected human family, living planet,
and expansive universe. Where, what happens to you, happens to me, making your pain my pain, and your joy my
joy, whether we realize and acknowledge it or not. Here, repentance is a call to lean in to God, to one another, and
to the beauty and mystery of it all. Using our scientific method, our curiosity, our lives to point towards something
bigger than ourselves. Something like new discoveries and greater realization of our connection and our
dependence one on another, in space and time, today and tomorrow, and always.
AMEN.


