
Highways and By-ways 

Read: Isaiah 55:1-9; Luke 13:1-9 

 I’ve told you before about a Roman Catholic pilgrim named Michael whom I 

met on the Camino who declared his ministry to be “waking up dead Catholics.”  

The thing is, he said it with great love for his fellow believers, not with 

condescension or judgment.  It was more like we Presbyterians who make cracks 

about ourselves calling Presbyterians “the frozen chosen.”  Most of the time, 

these things are said with love and good humor. 

Whatever tradition incubates you in the faith, when you discover the depth 

of life there is available to you in Christ it is so rich that you want everyone to 

discover what you have discovered.  Jesus came that we might have life, and have 

it abundantly.  I won’t settle for less; neither should you.  We weren’t created to 

dumb down our existence into something so small that we can manage it without 

God’s help, thank you very much.  If that’s what we’ve done it is too easy to fall 

asleep spiritually and to experience about as much life as a cold block of ice. Wake 

up dead Christian, thaw out and get going for the Lord. 

 What’s the first step in the spiritual walk?  In the life of a Christian there is a 

little thing called repentance.  Maybe you’ve heard of it.  Let me tell you a little 

story about Michael on the Camino.  The path is marked all along the 500 mile 

route with scallop shells and yellow trail markers.  Some are carved in stone, or 

are etched in the concrete sidewalks. Some are even in brass or bronze attached 

to buildings or embedded underfoot in the pavement.  It’s pretty easy to stay on 

course if you are paying attention, but mistakes are made. I got off course a time 

or two but was soon corrected. 

 One day as Michael was walking, a small group of pilgrims attached 

themselves to him.  At one point, Michael realized he hadn’t seen a yellow arrow 

or a scallop shell for a long while.  He told the group, “We’ve made a wrong turn.  

I’m going to retrace my steps.”  They resisted and argued with him, assuring him 

that they were going the right way.  Miles are hard to come by on the Camino and 

each day’s trek is long enough; no one wants to walk miles that don’t count. At 



first, turning around seems like surrendering that which you have worked so hard 

to gain.  But sometimes you have to give up what you have to get what you really 

need.   Michael told them they were free to do as they wished but he was going 

back until he found a marker. As it turned out Michael was right.  A change of 

direction was exactly what was needed.   

That’s what repentance is, a course correction that gets you on the right 

track.  But just like Michael’s temporary companions we often think that 

repentance is too much trouble so we resist it.  There are exceptions however if 

you intend to walk with Jesus on God’s path. 

When John the Baptist was preaching about the need for repentance, 

people flocked to the wilderness to hear him and to be baptized.  Have you ever 

wondered why?  I think it was because religion as they knew it was leaving them 

empty and hungry for something more, something deeper than just keeping the 

rules.   

Sooner or later, going the wrong way leaves you dissatisfied inside.  Deep 

down you hope and pray that there is something deeper, some void that you may 

be able to hide from others but you can no longer hide from yourself.  A person in 

that place will hear the call to repentance and welcome it.  But it often takes a 

good while to get to the turning point. 

Prior to that people are prone to play all sorts of games with the Lord.  We 

find an example of that in our text from Luke this morning.  The game begins with 

a little religious gossip: “Hey Lord, did you hear what happened to the group of 

Galileans who were going to church to make their sacrifices?  It was awful.  Pilate 

killed them and then mixed their own blood with that of their animals’ blood.  

They must have really done something to make God mad for that to be allowed, 

don’t you think?”  A common theological mistake made then and even now 

attributed severe suffering to the displeasure of God.  And in the absence of such 

suffering, one might conclude that everything between one and the deity was just 

fine.  Of course it’s never that simple is it? 



I call this game playing in this instance because of the way Jesus picks this 

group off and draws them up short.  As with all gossip, spiritual gossip was a not-

too-subtle attempt to place themselves above those Galileans who were brutally 

murdered by Pilate.  

 For his part, Pilate couldn’t have cared less about the Hebrews and their 

religion.  He was interested in being just menacing enough to keep the unruly 

Jews in submission to Roman authority.  He would flex his imperial muscles just 

often enough to warn everyone to stay in line.  Public crucifixions were one of his 

favorite specialties that provided a terrifying spectacle.  “Straighten up and fly 

right or this could happen to you!” 

What were these news reporters trying to accomplish by telling Jesus about 

the latest outrage?  Did they think this tidbit of religious gossip would titillate 

Jesus to express righteous indignation giving them a front row seat as religious 

insiders with a notable rabbi?  Jesus didn’t seem that impressed.  There were 

plenty of examples to hand of similar catastrophic events surrounding him in 

those days.  Jesus even added one of his own, referring to eighteen people who 

perished when the tower of Siloam fell on them and crushed them to death.  Did 

they want Jesus to share the conventional wisdom that said they suffered and 

died because they deserved it?  Did they want him to reassure them that they 

were not as bad as those Galileans so they had nothing to worry about?  Were 

they trying to divert the spotlight of holiness away from themselves and onto 

someone else so as to escape its demands?  Were they ingratiating themselves to 

Jesus, trying to cover their own need for repentance by insinuating that since such 

bad things had not happened to them they must have been AOK? 

Jesus would have none of it! “If you think those Galileans or those eighteen 

crushed people were worse than you, they were not.  If you think they were loved 

less by God than you, you are wrong.  If you think you are alright just the way you 

are, without repentance, without forgiveness, or without being born again to a 

living hope, you will end up just as dead as they did.” 

Comparison is a disease in the spiritual life. Jesus did not come to supply us 

with scales or yardsticks with which to measure our sins.  He is not really 



interested in hearing your confession if it goes like this: “Well, I may be bad, but 

I’m not as bad as him.  I’m not as good as her but I’m doing the best I can and 

hopefully it will be good enough for God.”  Can I give you a BFO (a blazing flash of 

the obvious): IT WON’T!  The only thing good enough for God is the goodness of 

God’s Son, who loved us and gave himself for us.  We die with Christ to sin and 

rise with him to newness of life.  There is no way spiritually to do either without 

him.  He is our perfect High Priest and he is our Lord. 

You might as well stop trying to deal with your sin problem.  You can’t solve 

it.  That’s what Jesus came to do, to solve your sin problem.  Jesus died to take 

away the sin of the world.  His work is totally sufficient to solve the sin problem 

between you and God.  He has shown you the way back to the Way, to the way of 

God.  In fact he said, “I am the way and the truth and the life.  No one comes to 

the Father but by me.”   

Repentance is simply your response to your own emptiness.  It is you, 

turning away from your self and your selfishness and turning your heart toward 

your home in the love of God.  Being unwilling to repent simply indicates that you 

still love your sin more than you love God.  If that were not true at some level, 

you’d have no trouble turning back.  We only cling to that which we love, whether 

out in the open or in the secret recesses of our hearts. 

Our sin, which promises us all kinds of fun and fulfillment, is the very thing 

that keeps us from the abundant life Jesus came to offer us.  The goal of 

repentance is fruit bearing.  It is God’s will that each one of us bear much fruit.  

We are like fig trees planted in God’s vineyard.  Fruitfulness is expected of us.  

Everyone will bear unique fruit for God according to the gifts God has given to us.  

And every single one of us is gifted in some way.   

You might say that in Christ we are God’s gifts to the world.  After 

repentance we begin to discover significance.  The emptiness gives way to the 

fullness of the Spirit. God’s Word, and God’s love, and God’s grace, and God’s 

Kingdom are the soil in which we have been planted when we gave our hearts to 

Christ.  As the planting of the Lord we are teeming with life.  There is a richness 

and a vitality that we never dreamed possible when we were back there, 



dissimulating, changing the subject, and comparing ourselves with each other in 

an attempt to find our place in some sort of pecking order.  We are no longer a 

scrambling pack of chickens.  We are no longer spiritual dumb clucks!  To turn our 

backs upon such a great salvation is foolishness at best.  To turn our backs on God 

is to choose death.  Repentance means make a better choice.  Choose life.  

Choose Christ.  Follow Jesus and bear fruit for God’s kingdom. 

  


