
Third Sunday of Lent 

Exodus 3:1-8a, 13-15 

Gospel of Luke 13:1-9 

Moses’ encounter with the living God is one of the most dramatic and important epiphanies 

in all of Sacred Scripture. From the burning bush God calls out to and reveals himself to Moses.  

Moses experiences great paradox at the burning bush. His experience of God seems to raise more 

questions than before and settles none of the older ones. 

First the bush is consumed with fire but is not destroyed. God reveals self but at the same 

time remains mystery. God calls Moses closer for divine intimacy, but God remains transcendent.  

Moses cowers in fear with the sense of unworthiness, but divine love draws him closer. 

God summons Moses as he is, yet Moses must remove his sandals in recognition of sacred 

ground. God takes the initiative. Yet, the greatest paradox of all remains the plight of God’s chosen 

people enslaved in Egypt. God is revealed as a God of compassion. It seems appropriate then for 

Moses to question God.  “So why do the innocent have to suffer at all at the hands of oppressors?” 

Or, “What took you so long to respond to your own people’s suffering?”  

But Moses has deeper concerns. First of all, he is a fugitive from justice. He is a fugitive 

because he did care about someone else’s suffering. Having intervened when witnessing an 

Egyptian soldier beating an unarmed and helpless Hebrew, Moses ultimately killed the soldier. Then 

Pharaoh issued a call for Moses’ death.  

When fleeing for safety, he again intervened witnessing brutes harassing young women sent 

to fetch water for the flocks. This time his heroic efforts were rewarded as one of the women’s father 

welcomed Moses into his home and offered his daughter’s hand in marriage. 

So why would God choose Moses? And why would Moses want to give up his security and 

return to Egypt where his previous efforts at justice failed, while also placing his life in great 

jeopardy? Moses not only learns more about God at the burning bush, Moses also learns more 

about himself.  His previous attempts to relieve the Hebrews of suffering failed because God was not 

a part of the equation. But Moses also recognizes his passion for justice may have gone dormant, 

but never disappeared.  

God assures Moses that this time it will be quite different. This time, Moses will not be 

seeking justice for the innocent alone. This time, the Lord God will be beside him at every step of 

the way. This time, the Lord promises that all the people will be rescued and liberated from their 

slavery.  This time, Moses will return to the enslaved Hebrews with a deeper understanding of God, 

and a deeper understanding of himself. 

God is revealed as a God of compassion and a God of history. God tells Moses, “I have 

witnessed the affliction of my people…Therefore I have come down to rescue them from the hands of 

the Egyptians.” God is moved by human suffering and God’s compassion moves him to act on 

behalf of the innocent. God will not stand above injustice, but will intervene in history on behalf of 

the oppressed. 

But God does not try to explain himself or justify himself before Moses. He offers no defense 

for seemingly delaying the rescue of his people from slavery in Egypt. God neither offers any 

rationale nor tries to answer any of Moses’ complaints about God’s timing or God choosing Moses 

for the mission of rescuing the chosen people from Pharaoh’s clutches.  



Even in the gospel, the Lord refuses to become trapped into a discussion on how to explain 

human suffering. Offering a favorite explanation, people speculate those killed must have gravely 

sinned in God’s eyes. Their suffering obviously corresponds to the sinfulness of their hearts. But 

Jesus rejects such nonsense and offers another recent tragedy of his time to further deliver his 

point. No one is punished in this life for sin. But repentance is required of everyone for divine 

salvation to take hold of the soul.  

Perhaps Jesus was expecting better questions from his people. Instead of wondering whose 

sin deserved so much suffering, perhaps inquiring if those killed by Pilate had families, and if so, 

who is providing for them? That question can then lead to actions consoling the grieving and 

providing basic necessities for their lives to continue. If the tower of Siloam killed so many people 

when collapsing, perhaps Jesus the carpenter wants to know who was responsible for building it 

and was the workmanship to blame. How can such tragedies be avoided in the future and again 

how can grieving families be assisted? 

These questions such have a greater impact on people’s lives then needless speculation 

about whose sin is to blame. Jesus’ himself would die a tragic and horrific death. His death was not 

the result of his own sinfulness, but rather the collective sinfulness of humanity unable or unwilling 

to recognize the presence of divine love among them.  

A secular society often shuns religious belief because of the great tides of human suffering in 

our world. Such injustices and horrors simply do not correspond with divine benevolence or 

compassion. Therefore goes the theory, we are truly on our own and all alone, and can expect 

nothing from God even if God does exist.  

We with faith can do injustice to God with attempts to get God off the hook. We try to explain 

what cannot be explained and we try to answer what cannot be answered. Trying to get God off the 

hook unwittingly can also get God off the cross. God provides the Church no answers to the 

mystery of human suffering and injustices. Rather than answers, God provides a response, and the 

response is the paschal mystery of Our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ.  

On the cross, God takes responsibility for all human suffering and for all human sinfulness. 

On the cross, God reveals the unfathomable depths of divine love and the capacity for humanity to 

now love without limits, without borders, and without exception. Taking responsibility, God doesn’t 

remove or end suffering but rather redeems it. Redeeming suffering offers the possibility to discover 

God in every moment of life: joyful and sorrowful; ordinary and extraordinary; virtuous or vicious; 

satisfying or disappointing; and victorious or defeating. 

To say something is a mystery of our faith is not to close a conversation. Rather, to say 

something is a mystery of our faith is to begin a conversation that can never be exhausted. The 

mystery of human suffering and the mystery of the Lord’s paschal mystery: his death and 

Resurrection defy explanation. We can describe it and speak certain truths about it, but never 

explain it or define it. But not defining it never defies our embracing the gift of Jesus’ dying and 

rising and they never defy our participation in his suffering, death and Resurrection.  

The Eucharist makes present the Lord’s paschal mystery. We need to be drawn to the power 

of the Lord’s paschal mystery as Moses was drawn to the burning bush. We share the same mission 

Moses received from the same God. The same God extends his arms to us in the Eucharist as both 

source of merciful healing and divine calling to be sources of his merciful healing for others.  

Moses had to choose to respond to God’s call to return to Egypt and against all odds lead the 

enslaved Hebrews to freedom and to The Promised Land.  He had to choose without having any of 



his deepest questions answered by God. None of his questions were answered, but responding to 

God’s call lead to the great rescue of an entire nation trapped in slavery. 

Questions surrounding human suffering weigh down our human nature and challenge our 

faith in any God, let alone a God of compassion and omnipotence. Remaining stuck with those 

questions can leave us stuck in life. Choosing to respond to human suffering with what Pope 

Francis refers to as a “revolution of tenderness” can also have dramatic impact in the lives of those 

hurting and wounded in our world.  

The Jubilee Year of Mercy offers us the divine call and the divine presence for the mission 

before us. We can’t explain it. But that should never stop us from embracing this awesome 

opportunity. Responding to God’s call in a response to human suffering will assist us to learn more 

about God and more about ourselves. That may be the greatest gift of all that any Jubilee Year can 

give us.  


