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Do You Think They Were Worse? 

3rd Sunday in Lent, 3/20/2022 

One of the questions I was asked during my discernment for ordination was a bit of 

a softball: “What’s your favorite movie?” Who asked? A committee of people in 

Western Massachusetts that I did not know, and who had driven through the snow 

to meet in extraordinary circumstances to help me get moving in The Process, as we 

call it. Because of all this, I was not sure how they would receive the most fitting 

answer those who seek holy orders can make: “Monty Python’s Life of Brian.” Those 

of you who know the movie will understand; for those of you who don’t: it is a 

British satire regarding the life of Jesus from which come such timeless lines as: 

“Blessed are the cheesemakers” [a mis-hearing of ‘peacemakers’ that metaphorically 

is said to refer to “all manufacturers of dairy products”], “What have the Romans 

ever done for us?” [it turns out “A lot,” which is also how much the main character 

hates them] and “He’s not the Messiah; he’s a very naughty boy!”1  

Should anyone present themselves to me for ordination, or even confirmation, and 

not have that movie on their Top Ten List, I would be concerned. But, as I said, on 

that cold day in Amherst I was not the silk-draped, devil-may-care cleric you see 

before you, but a scared father of two in transition who really needed these people’s 

help. So I went with a safe #2, Gladiator, adding by way of a curveball at the end, 

“I love a movie where the hero dies in the end.”  

I know, I know: spoiler alert, but gladiators rarely make old bones, and the main 

character does manage to take his tyrant oppressor out with him, at which there was 

great rejoicing. The movie’s resonance with the gospel was obvious to those on that 

committee who’d seen it, and the rest went along, grateful that this bookish academic 

 
1 Quotes taken from: “Monty Python’s Life of Brian.” dir. Terry Jones. Movie. © 1979 HandMade Films, 

Python (Monty) Pictures.  
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before them hadn’t gone with Caddyshack or Caligula and then felt it necessary to 

explain, in detail, why. Brevity is not only the soul of wit, but also as rare as hen’s 

teeth to find in a cleric, and they were not about to ordain anyone who conflated a 

sermon with a lecture, or outré cultural references with effective pastoral response. 

This all reminds me of a story from the Mahabharata in which another good guy dies 

destroying a bad guy, except in this case it’s gods, or maybe two sides of the same 

god…but I digress.  

Anyway, death is very much back on the menu in the gospel this morning, as we 

move from last week’s frying pan – a paranoid Herod – to this week’s fire: a 

butchering Pilate. The procurator of Judea had gone all Putin-vs-Mariupol on a 

bunch of Galileans who’d somehow annoyed him, having his army hack them to 

pieces while they worshipped. This mixed their blood with their sacrifices, much in 

the manner that Archbishop Romero’s was when he was gunned down during mass 

in San Salvador in 1980 by a right-wing death squad, and as his mourners’ was when 

gunmen opened fire on them at the funeral.  

The people who tell Jesus about all this are scared. They want to know why it 

happened, and whether the murdered Galileans had done anything to justify their 

murder. Jesus assures them that they had not, but he says it in a backhanded sort of 

way. Those whom Pilate killed were no worse sinners than you, he says, any more 

than were the victims of the collapse of the tower of Siloam. Act of God? Corrupt 

contractors? Sheer dumb luck? It doesn’t matter – but repent, lest ye perish like they 

did. 

Huh? 

All have sinned and fall short of the glory. Some live well and in peace. Others are 

bombed in shelters or blown up in maternity wards. Others die in accidents, or far 

too young. When towers fall on you, or sinners sin on you, it’s not your fault – but 
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it is your problem, and ours. There is no morality guiding who is taken and who is 

left, just a struggle between those who choose good and those who choose evil, 

which neither side always wins. Why? Because humans find it as easy to die as to kill, 

and none becomes their own master when they die. Ash to ash, dust to dust. They 

didn’t deserve death any more than you do – or any less. 

It is the same with the victims of Russia’s war against Ukraine and of brutalities 

elsewhere, and of accidents and disease and the frailty of our bodies. It can happen to 

you. You don’t deserve it. Neither did they. Do what you can to try to prevent it. 

Grow figs, if you are a fig tree – and if you are a gardener, help the fig tree grow figs. 

The axe is laid at the root of the tree, and the axe is sharp. 

An addition that Guns N’ Roses’ Josh Rickman added to that band’s cover of Bob 

Dylan’s song, “Knocking on Heaven’s Door” captures what Jesus means perhaps 

better than anyone: 

You just better start sniffing your own rank subjugation, Jack, 
Because it’s just you against your tattered libido  
The bank and the mortician forever, man, 
And it wouldn’t be luck if you could get out of life alive.2 

I said it much more slowly than he does, and have no guitar or amp to back me, but 

song and gospel here agree that there is no higher power controlling our destiny, 

bending the arc of history towards justice for us, as it were, or working all things to 

its greater glory. What happens is a combination of human power, mortality, and 

choices in the midst of a physical universe that is indifferent to our fate and a moral 

universe limited by our desire for goodness and our capacity for evil.  

So how do we grow figs, as it were, or help fig trees grow them? 

 
2 Guns N’ Roses, “Knocking on Heaven’s Door,” Use Your Illusion II, track 4 (Freddie Mercury, 1991). 

Original lyrics by Bob Dylan © 1973. Source: https://genius.com/Guns-n-roses-knockin-on-heavens-door-

lyrics.  

https://genius.com/Guns-n-roses-knockin-on-heavens-door-lyrics
https://genius.com/Guns-n-roses-knockin-on-heavens-door-lyrics
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One way we can find is in a Latin saying that goes like this: Si vis pacem, para bellum. 

“If you want peace, prepare for war.”3 Rest assured that those who want war are not 

out there preparing for peace. Like unto it is the way that begins with Frederick 

Douglass’s observation in 1857 that, “If there is no struggle, there is no progress…. 

the struggle may be a moral one or it may be a physical one, or both…. Power 

concedes nothing without a demand. It never has and it never will.”4 

Repent, lest ye perish?  

Fight to be free – or risk being enslaved.  

Fight to set free – or watch the innocent perish. 

Fight tyrants – or endure their oppression.  

Fight lies – or see truth starved.  

Fight ignorance – or watch knowledge die. 

Fight evil – or risk becoming evil. (Thus Paul, to the Corinthians). 

Grieve not the Lord, nor vex them nor test them, lest ye perish. 

Seek the Lord, call upon the Lord, await their mercy. 

Help the fig tree grow figs, and help keep the axe away. 

If you want peace, prepare for war. Amen. 

 
3 This adapts a phrase from the late Roman historian Publius, writing in a time that knew much war, and little 
peace “The phrase Si vis pacem, para bellum is adapted from a statement found in Latin author Publius Flavius 
Vegetius Renatus's tract Dē Rē Mīlitārī (fourth or fifth century AD), in which the actual phrasing is Igitur quī 
dēsīderat pācem, præparet bellum ("Therefore let him who desires peace prepare for war."). The idea which it conveys 
also appears in earlier works such as Plato's Nomoi (Laws) and the Chinese Shi Ji. The phrase presents the insight 
that the conditions of peace are often preserved by a readiness to make war when necessitated.” Source: 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Si_vis_pacem,_para_bellum. References in original.  
4 Source: Frederick Douglass, "No Progress Without Struggle," available from The W.E.B. DuBois Learning Center, 
http://www.duboislc.org/html/BlackStruggle.html. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Publius_Flavius_Vegetius_Renatus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Publius_Flavius_Vegetius_Renatus
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/De_Re_Militari
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/De_Re_Militari
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Plato
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Laws_(dialogue)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Records_of_the_Grand_Historian
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Si_vis_pacem,_para_bellum

