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Letters to Liam, No. 4: The Problem of Suffering 
by Rev. Lance Armstrong O’Donnell, Senior Pastor 

St. Paul’s Lutheran Church 
Oconomowoc, Wisconsin 

 

The 3rd Sunday in Lent 

20 March, A.D. 2022 
Ezek 33:7–20; Ps 85; 1 Cor 10:1–13; Lk 13:1–9 

 
CCT: Jesus Christ is victorious for us.  

 

We inherently understand “just suffering.” A little boy who slaps his sister 
doesn’t like it, but understands when his parents discipline him. It’s the 

“unjust suffering” that troubles, and there is a special temptation for 
believers because it seems that God himself is unjust. Liam has experienced 

a lot of suffering, much of it out of his control. In the readings for the 3rd 
Sunday in Lent God calls us to some hard realities... and to either a living 

faith or a joyless subsistence.  
 
A lot of us struggle with how to integrate the Word of Christ and our faith into a meaningful 

witness to our friends and family and neighbors. My “Letters to Liam” are an attempt to help 

with that. They’re the result of reflections done after meditating on the Scriptures, letters of 

genuine concern that flow from faith in the midst of life lived—with all its ups and downs—

on this earth. The one to whom I’m writing, “Liam,” is a literary creation, a conflation of 

many young people I know. The name means “warrior,” “of strong will.” He is a college 

student, 21, intelligent, hard-working, charismatic, experimenting in many ways. He was 

raised in Christ, but there was a lot of trouble and some dysfunction in his family. He is 

challenged by the Word of Christ and by the influence of his peers and the world. A lot of 

the names and events described in these pastoral letter/sermons for the Sundays in Lent 

are either fictionalized, a conflation, or have been significantly revised to protect the 

identities of those involved. —Rev. Lance A. O’Donnell 

 
 
___________________________________________ 
 

 

“Grace to you and peace from God our Father and the Lord Jesus Christ.” (1 
Cor 1.3) [Amen] 

 
Dear Liam, 

 
Our readings this week—Ezekiel 33.7-20, Psalm 85, 1 Cor 10.1-13, and Luke 

13.1-9—compel us to wrestle with the problem of suffering. You know more 
than you should, at 21, about that. I pray, Liam, that—even through my 

“pen”—you heard in my letter last week the depth of my love and concern 

for you. Even now as I take up my pen I feel an ever greater burden to tell 
you something, something I’m not sure I’ve ever fully told someone before. 

My wife knows much of this, but perhaps not quite in the way I will tell you. 
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But first: Jesus. In Luke 13.1-5 some people presented Jesus with a 
problem. Remember, Judea was ruled at that time by an occupying army. 

The Jewish people were under the great Roman Empire. Apparently, the 
Roman Governor, Pontius Pilate, had punished some people from the 

northern region of Galilee by having them killed and taking their blood and 
mixing it with the blood used in the ritual Jewish sacrifices. Remember, 

these sacrifices were required by God, for “the life is in the blood.” (Lev 
17.11) The “life” poured out by the animal was the means by which The 

LORD delivered forgiveness and holiness to His people. In fact, all of the 
sacrifices of the Old Testament pointed ahead toward a single, final sacrifice, 

a “propitiation for the sins of the people.” (Heb 2.17) St. Paul writes in 1 
Corinthians 10 that everything in what we call the Old Testament was a 

“baptism” of sorts into Christ. (1 Cor 10.1-13) Everything pointed ahead to 
Christ, who on the cross, “offered for all time a single sacrifice for sins,” 

(Heb 10.12) and “by this single offering has brought to completion for all 

time those who are being sanctified.” (Heb 10.14) To be “sanctified” is to be 
declared “holy,” to be set apart by God for sacred service. 

 
So, you can see why—in Luke 13— Jews would be pretty upset by Pilate’s 

mingling of the sacrifices, which was an obliteration of God’s commands, a 
deliberate provocation that suggested utter contempt for the Jews and their 

God.  
 

But, there was also this “natural” assumption that if something that bad 
happened to someone that they must have done something to deserve it. 

That’s what they said to Jesus in Luke 13. His response is telling, for them 
and for us: 

 
“And he answered them, “Do you think that these Galileans were 

worse sinners than all the other Galileans, because they suffered in 

this way? No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all likewise 
perish.” (Luke 13:2–3, ESV) 

 
Whoa. Jesus is both correcting a false assumption and echoing God’s call 

through Ezekiel to warn the people of their sin and call them to repentance. 
And that brings me back to the story that I don’t think I’ve ever told anyone 

in the way I’m going to tell it to you... 
 

I was in the sixth grade, as I recall, when “things” really started to hit the 
fan in my family. My Mom and Dad had this love-hate relationship, and the 

hate was tough to bear. We kids would be banished to our rooms and then 
the verbal combat would ensue downstairs. My brother and sister and I 

would lie down at the top of the stairs with our heads to the ground so that 
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Mom or Dad wouldn’t see us if—in a moment of conscience—they looked up 
the stairs to see if we were there. We’d listen as they yelled at one another.  

 
On one of those nights they stopped, and we kids scrambled to our rooms. 

Mom came upstairs and sat me—the eldest—down on the edge of bed to 
talk. She said, “Your father and I are getting a divorce.” Something deep 

and primal welled up within me. I screamed from the depth of my soul, 
“NOOOOOO!” And then I stood up and walked downstairs. In my memory 

my father is sitting there on the couch, with our wood-framed glass coffee 
table in front of him, with his face in his hands. I sat down in front of him on 

the edge of the table. I looked him right in the eye and said, “Dad, I know 
that you love Mom, and if you don’t do everything you can to save this 

marriage I will never respect you as a man.”  
 

I was in sixth grade. Twelve. And I stood up and walked back to my room. 

 
I’m sure for you, Liam, that story brings back difficult memories, stuff that 

you’re living through right now, trying to come to terms with right now. I’m 
still coming to terms with things, and—as I grow in Christ—learning and 

gaining insight, as is my beloved Mother, who we’ll bring back in to the story 
in a bit. The stuff about my Mom and Dad’s challenges I’ve told before. 

What’s next I really haven’t really told, but I tell it now because—over 
decades of Scriptural meditation and experience—I’ve gained some insight, 

insight that might help you. Liam, wisdom is gained through life experience 
or by listening and applying what others have learned. Some of us are bent 

to learn “the hard way.” I’m praying you’re not like me... 
 

I had taken up tennis during that sixth grade year and had a few lessons. I 
was a good athlete, and that summer after sixth grade I signed up for the 

parks and rec tennis tournament. My neighborhood best friend was not the 

athlete I was, but he loved tennis and he worked really hard at it. His family 
invested heavily in lessons, court time, and equipment. My family had done 

similarly for me. We met in the final of the parks and rec tournament. The 
match went back and forth, back and forth, back and forth. I gave 

everything I possibly had. I had never tried that hard at anything in my life. 
But I had more unforced errors, and lost.  

 
After the match there’s the customary handshake at the net. I approached, 

began to extend my hand, and then stopped. Right there in the middle of 
the tennis court, with my best friend’s parents, and my parents, and a few 

others watching. And, right there in the middle of the tennis court, I 
crumbled to the pavement and wept... and wept and wept, sobbing heaping 

sobs. I couldn’t stop. I knew I looked like a pathetic, sore loser. My friend 
waited across the net for what must have been minutes. He waited. My 
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father came out and tried to help me and pick me up. No doubt, he was 
embarrassed. I wasn’t a pathetic kid. He knew that. This must have seemed 

petty and stupid and bewildering to my father. 
 

Liam, I am 52 years old, and I don’t think I’ve ever told anyone this, but as I 
was weeping and sobbing there in the middle of that tennis court and my 

father came over, in my mind I was saying, “Dad, please pick me up. I don’t 
know what’s going on with me. Dad, carry me.” Even now, 40 years later, 

the remembrance of it is raw.  
 

To everyone who watched I had to be just this pathetic, spoiled kid having a 
crying fit over a lost tennis match. But inside I was begging... but I didn’t 

say a thing. My Dad gently tried, but I wouldn’t budge... so, after a long 
time, my Dad left me there to figure it out, and went to wait for me in the 

car. And so, there I was. Alone. For a long time. In my mind hoping that my 

Dad would just come sit by me.  
 

For many years I thought about that day. Why did that happen? Somewhere 
along the line I realized: everything in my life seemed out of control. Things 

were happening... in my family and with me. So, I tried with tennis to be in 
control. I tried as hard as I possibly could... and I failed. Somehow, I 

thought, if I could be really good at this, and if I could be the perfect son, 
that maybe my family’s focus could be on me and not on our problems. I 

know it’s silly, but I was twelve... 
 

Liam, what happened in your family is not your fault.  
 

Your sins are not worse than “all the other Galileans.” Sometimes, as even 
Jesus suggests, towers fall on people through no fault of their own. (Cf. Lk 

13.4-5) We live in a sinful world. Sometimes “stuff” happens. And when that 

“stuff” happens, Jesus says—whether it’s our fault or not—it’s cause for all of 
us to repent. 

 
What I now see is that my attempt to control everything and take my 

parents’ focus off each other and onto me was actually a childish kind of 
idolatry, a false worship. What I thought for years was an emotional collapse 

was—more deeply—a spiritual collapse. And, though I knew in my mind it 
wasn’t fair, for many years I sort-of blamed my father for not picking me up, 

for not understanding. It wasn’t until I was in my 40s that I realized... 
“Lance, you didn’t ask for help.” I didn’t tell them what I was thinking... 

because of pride. Even well into my life as a practicing Christian, I now 
realize, I had harbored some bitterness toward my father, basically, because 

he didn’t read my mind. 
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You know who the only one who can read minds is? God. 
 

Today my Mother would tell you that her greatest mistake as a parent was 
not taking us kids to Church. That’s why she’s OK with me re-telling this 

story. Because she knows now that God “forgives the iniquity of his people 
and covers all their sin.” (Ps 85.2) She knows that God “takes no pleasure in 

the death of the wicked, but that the wicked turn from his way and live.” 
(Ezek 33.11) She knows, as my father came to accept shortly before his 

death, and as I know, that in Christ we have a God “who was tempted in 
every way, just as we are, but without sin.” (Heb 4.15) We know that He—

Christ—paid the price... for our sins in marriage and for our idolatries, 
whether of the childish or more adult kind. We know that His death on the 

cross was the final, perfect sacrifice and that He rose from the dead, 
victorious over our sin and death, and that—through faith—has given the 

fruit of that victory—salvation and peace with God (cf. Mt 11.28-30)—to us 

as a gift.  
 

Dear Liam, this saying has become trite almost, but it is God’s Word: 
 

“No temptation has overtaken you that is not common to man. God is 
faithful, and he will not let you be tempted beyond your ability, but 

with the temptation he will also provide the way of escape, that you 
may be able to endure it.” (1 Corinthians 10:13, ESV) 

 
Liam, Jesus is the Way of escape from temptation, whatever temptation that 

may be. St. John tells us: 
 

“My little children, I am writing these things to you so that you may 
not sin. But if anyone does sin, we have an advocate with the Father, 

Jesus Christ the righteous. He is the propitiation for our sins, and not 

for ours only but also for the sins of the whole world.” (1 John 2:1–2, 
ESV) 

 
Liam, you are not alone. I’m here for you, and your parents are here for 

you, but we don’t read minds, and we’re not perfect. We are, as you know, 
often very far from that.  

 
Liam, I sense in your striving that you may be crossing a fine line between 

ardently developing your God-given gifts... and making your gift (your 
ability, your resilience, your striving) a false god of sorts, an idol. So, I am 

your Ezekiel today, as several friends were for me back in the day. I appeal 
to you in Christ: 
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When you’re in the middle of the court and it seems like you’re all alone, and 
no one understands, Jesus says to you, as He said to His disciples on the 

day of His resurrection, “Peace be with you.”  
 

Liam, God’s Word challenges every presupposition of the world, including 
our own. When parents die and marriages fail and idols fall, He remains.  

 
Liam, whatever your idols are, I pray that you lay them down sooner than I 

did. The psalmist’s prayer is my prayer for us: 
 

“Let [us] hear what God the LORD will speak, for he will speak peace to 
his people, to his saints; but let [us] not turn back to folly.” (Psalm 

85:8, ESV) 
 

“. . . Thanks be to God, who gives us the victory through our Lord Jesus 

Christ.” (1 Corinthians 15:57, ESV) 
 

Your Cousin in Christ, 
Pastor Lance O’Donnell_+ 

 


