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It seems to be part of our human nature to want to explain things. We want
reasons that help us understand why certain things happen, and we want the world to
come to a balance point we can live with. Whether we use science or faith to seek this
balance point, we do want to know the answer to the question “Why?” Why does this
person have cancer? Why did this tornado happen? As Time Magazine put it on this
week’s cover, “Why do Sunni’s and Shiites hate each other?”

Before scientific explanations of viruses and weather patterns, our ancestors
believed that suffering, illness, and natural disaster reflected God’s pleasure or
displeasure with us. The Discovery Channel recently aired the journal of two English
reporters who lived among an aboriginal family of rain-forest dwellers with only the
barest exposure to the wider world. The tribe accepted the two Englishmen, but they
had great fear that an evil spirit could take up residence within any one of their people.
Such an evil spirit, or Saranguy, would bring illness, accidents, poor hunting or natural
disasters. Out of this fear they concluded that a recent series of illnesses were linked to a
young woman, who was subsequently bound and ritually executed. The illnesses,
somewhat predictably enough, ran their course and their conclusion that the woman
had been responsible for evil spirits was affirmed.

That isolated tribe sought balance in the universe and found it in the conclusion
that certain people, from time to time, become carriers of an evil spirit. As any friend or
relative could become a Saranguy, the tribal leaders had to keep constant vigilance to
keep such evil from lingering long in their midst.

In such a religious and spiritual view of the world, we attribute great power to
God to be the source of balance and correction. A simple religion, including beliefs
found in our own Bible, teaches that if we live a life pleasing to God we will be mostly
fortunate. We believe that if we appeal to God, God will deliver us from trials, heal our
illnesses, watch over our loved ones. We may think that God will punish the wicked
and give the diseases we fear to our enemies. But for us, our world view is also framed
by science, and so we are less comfortable with the idea that earthquakes and hurricanes
are directed by God’s will or that pneumonia is caused by evil spirits or that mental
illness is a sign of being possessed by a demon.

There is a scriptural basis for believing that God does good things for good
people and punishes bad people, but today | want to show how the Bible also invites a
more complex -- and possibly less reassuring -- view of the world. But, even if it seems
that a more complex faith is less reassuring, | also hope to show how this textured faith
can be even more reassuring.

Jesus himself is the key to this more complex faith. He teaches in various ways
that God has or takes far less control over the circumstances of this world than was



taught by the writers of the Old Testament. Jesus’ teaching about God'’s interaction in
the circumstances of this world can move us morally, can liberate us from being afraid,
and can shape the attitudes we hold in times of trial.

The unequivocal moral posture of Jesus is that we are to give up judging others.
In addition to saying it literally, “Do not judge anyone,” Jesus also teaches the
importance of this stance by his parables and behavior. This thirteenth chapter of Luke
opens with people telling Jesus about an especially unjust and cruel murder of some
Galileans by Herod. Jesus immediately turns this back to them by asking if any thought
these Galileans deserved this, or whether they were any more wicked than anyone else?
He goes on to site another unhappy accident, asking if its victims had been singled out
by God for punishment. He answers both questions with the chilling thought that
without repentance, the same fate awaits his hearers.

The ninth Chapter of John’s gospel concerns a blind man, about whom the
disciples ask, why is he blind? Jesus answers that there is no blame to be meted out,
only that this blindness is for the glory of God.

In Matthew’s Gospel Jesus reinforces what he says about not judging others with
the reminder that God makes the rain to fall on the unjust as well as the just. He adds
the parable about weeds sown in a field with the admonition that one cannot worry
about the weeds until the harvest time, when all will be sorted out.

In a variety of ways, Jesus means to eradicate from our thinking the notion that
anyone gets what they deserve. He wants to take from our view of the world the notion
that these are good people and these are bad people. He wants us to abolish from our
way of seeing the world the notion of the beloved and the despised, the deserving and
the damned, any thought that we have the power to know or to say who goes to heaven
and who goes to hell.

Jesus clearly expresses over and over again that it is impossible for us to see in
the circumstances of this world any preference by God for one over the other, any action
by God to destroy the wicked or to preserve the righteous. In a world where birds sing
and accidents happen and people of all sorts win the lottery, Jesus asks us to suspend
any interpretation that would suggest God is controlling those events for good or ill.

Jesus also sought, | think, to teach us that it is possible for us to live with less
fear. Remember that South American tribe from the Discovery Channel? One
observation by these two young reporters was that the people were constantly fearful
that an evil spirit may inhabit one of their members or a visitor from another tribe.
Throughout their preparations for a feast, they were visibly fearful that it would all be
spoiled by one of these secret enemies.

Giving up the belief that God watches over us may seem to invite a greater
anxiety about this life, but balance that with the recognition of how precarious it is to
live as if all good fortune depends on being perfect, that all good or ill hangs in the
balance of being able to please God. Apart from an entirely distorted notion of
entitlement, the idea that good health, good weather, and happy children depends on



God’s will puts us in a very precarious position. There is a certain relief that comes from
the idea that some things just happen, without a reason and without any explanation.

My first serious responsibility for pastoral care was for a family whose patriarch
had a highly advanced cancer. In my naiveté | thought that my best work would be to
help them get ready for the likelihood of his death, to help them say good bye, and to
help them prepare to grieve together. They wanted nothing of that. They were
convinced that if they could prove to God that they were faithful, a miracle would
happen and he would be cured. My suggestions that they consider how to say goodbye
would have been a sign of losing faith, and so they refused even to admit that death was
possible. They left the hospital tormented by the idea that God was unhappy with them,
that somehow God has used this cancer as a test, and that they had failed it. They were
even more sure that | was not a Christian at all, having tried to distract them from their
faithful resolve to accept no options but total physical healing.

While it may seem like | invite a wild and out-of-control ride in a world where
God does not determine all things, | also invite freedom from the fear that God can be
hurtful as a way to teach us a lesson, that God will send disasters as a way to build up
our character, that God will permit cruelty as a way to encourage better effort on our
part. | find it painful to hear people ask why God would destroy a high school in
Alabama or send a bus of baseball players off an overpass. | think Jesus consistently
teaches us that we cannot be afraid that God might do things like that to us.

As Jesus encourages us to regard the world without causality, without the sense
that good things and bad things happen for reasons, he also encourages us to live with
attitudes of gratitude, compassion and confidence. Our gratitude is the response for
everything that is, living with the abandon of thankfulness at every turn. While not
asking us to give thanks for the devastation of a tornado, Jesus does ask us to make
thanksgiving in spite of it. For what? For all that the tornado did not destroy -- for all
the good that preceded it -- for the gift of surviving it. Our compassion is our
willingness to meet others on their terms, without judgment and without fear. From this
compassionate connection we are able to feel pain with hurting ones, to offer
encouragement for the doubtful, to promise love for the discouraged. Our confidence
comes as a declaration of faith that in all that happens God is present for redemption,
God is present and will not abandon us until the time comes for all to be made right.
Whether through the generous gift of forgiveness, through the moments of healing that
restore life, through the signs of reassurance from the holy spirit, God shows us that the
losses of the present moment are but a step along the way, a way that leads to the
completion and perfection of the creation.



