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St Michael and All Angels

Sermon: Revd Dr Tim Long : 16 January 2005
THEODICY IN THE LIGHT OF THE TSUNAMI DISASTER
The ferocious destruction to nature and people wrought by the tsunami in Asia over Christmas has stimulated a flood of enquiry into the question, Why does a loving God allow suffering? This question can easily lead into very complex, abstract theology, which I’m going to try to avoid. Rather I want to deal with it to help you be able to give a coherent account of your faith in the week’s ahead. I also want you to be able to live with yourselves and your own tragedies in a way that gives you hope.
A full-page article in The Star of Jan 4 written by one Melanie Philips indicates why abstract explanations are so inadequate. The article is sub-headed, Calamities inevitably inspire crises of faith and the Asian tshunami once again has religions grasping for answers – in the article itself she talks about religions scrabbling for an answer and proceeds to misunderstand completely a response given by Rowan Williams, the Archbishop of Canterbury. 
Another, very forceful article written by Max du Preez (The Star, Thursday 13 Jan) illustrates the same misunderstandings about God and the nature of faith: Most believers believe that their Supreme Being is omnipotent, and that nothing, absolutely nothing, happens in the universe without that Being’s foreknowledge and outside of his big plans.
It follows that the Supreme Being knew that the tsunami would happen and that it would kill more than 150 000 people…
Both writers share two widespread misconceptions. The first is that the function of religion is to provide “answers”. However, an “answer” to tragedy, even if we could come up with a good one, would be no answer to anyone directly affected by the tragedy. In other words, the very people who most need an “answer” would be the very people for whom a rational explanation would be meaningless. The desire for an “answer” is, in fact, what the Bible calls “idolatry”: we want one to feel that we are in control. Faith, however, doesn’t claim to provide answers. Rather, it provides a “way”, which is why the earliest Christians called themselves “people of the Way”.
The second misconception is a widespread misconception about God, that God is the divine puppet-master who controls everything absolutely, so that when disaster strikes it must be because God has caused it. Even Christians have been brought up with this view of God. There are, of course, passages in the Bible which seem to point to this understanding of God – think of the whole Egyptian army destroyed as God drowned them in the waters of the Red Sea when they were pursuing the fleeing Israelites under Moses, or the wonderful picture of God in Isaiah 40.21-23. However, our understanding of God must come from our immersion in the entire biblical story of how God acts in the world; and that is what I want to explore this morning.
As I’ve said before, when we read the Bible we encounter a God of love. Now to describe God in this way has some quite startling implications which may not have occurred to you. The first is that if God is love then God is involved – with God’s own creation and is creatures. God cannot be an unfeeling, remote puppeteer jerking the human chain. The biblical picture of God is saturated with God’s involvement with creation and humanity, the most obvious example being the Word made flesh and come to dwell among us.
Love and involvement come with feeling, both joy and suffering, so to say what I have said about God means that God also suffers. The Bible shows us the suffering of God again and again. For example, God’s suffering is seen through the prophets. In Hosea, God commands Hosea to take a prostitute as his wife in order that Hosea can experience God’s own agony at the faithlessness of his ‘wife’, Israel, and God’s suffering is revealed in many other ways through the prophets. Then, too, God’s suffering is seen in God’s kenosis or self-emptying in God’s incarnation, public rejection, and death on the cross.
Our God, in other words, and this is where to say that God is love has some quite startling implications, is not invulnerable because an invulnerable God would be a god who didn’t feel or get involved. A God of love is necessarily vulnerable: God is affected by what happens. Let me give just one biblical example out of hundreds. In Jeremiah 42.10 God apologizes to Israel: …I am sorry for the disaster I have brought upon you. It is unlikely that God regrets the exile itself, but it may be that God is apologizing for the extent of Israel’s suffering which God hadn’t forseen. 

In addition, to say that God suffers and is vulnerable implies that God is even changed by what happens. Throughout history theologians have sought to avoid these implications of saying that God is love. The great mediaeval theologian, Thomas Aquinas, for example, was one of many who maintained that love could, and in the case of God did, mean willing and doing good to another without getting involved. However, this very abstract, intellectualized concept of love is outside our human experience of love and unsupported by the God we meet in the pages of the biblical story. One important implication of saying that God suffers, incidentally, is that we can’t present God as the cause of suffering.
In the biblical story I’ve already shown you an example of how God is affected by events. But what about God being changed which, remember, I’ve said is a consequence of vulnerability? Well we can see God being changed in the biblical story. For instance contemporary OT scholarship reflects a fairly widespread conviction that the entire OT as we have it reflects a reworking of older texts (as well as adding new ones), in the light of Israel’s experience of exile. This experience was a disaster and invited just the question we are asking today. Had exile happened to God’s own people because there was something wrong with God or was it because there was something wrong with Israel? Post exilic reflection, which is the OT as we have it, says that God punished Israel’s continual sin with exile. When we get to Christ, however, we see that God has re-strategized, as it were. God no longer punishes sin, perhaps, we may surmise when looking at the OT, because that doesn’t seem to have stopped it. Rather, God in Christ removes the power of sin. This is a new strategy altogether: in the old covenant God punished sin but, finding that didn’t work, then acted in the new covenant to remove sin’s power.
You may be feeling a bit edgy, as if I’ve swept from under you some of the rock on which your faith has rested. However, I’ve suggested that the notion of an unmoved, unfeeling god who exercises control by sovereign domination and mastery simply provides us with no credible way to think our way through tragedy and is untrue to God’s own self-description as “Love”. However, to say that God suffers and is vulnerable creates a problem which we must think our way through.
The problem is that if God is vulnerable then what hope have we, because a vulnerable, suffering God may also be a weak God. However, the biblical story never presents God as weak. That story starts with a perfect creation and ends with a perfect re-creation in which all the forces of death, destruction, and suffering are destroyed. Christ’s victory over sin is an illustration and promise that our God who suffers and feels with us also has the ability to transform the present age, which is characterized by sin, imperfection, and suffering, into new life in which there will be only joy. In other words, God is not weak in God’s vulnerability, but through it locates the real but also surprising source of true power: the power of total self-abandonment. This self-emptying (kenōsis) engages the power of sin, suffers sin’s power and then rises out of that suffering to new life in the resurrection from the dead. God, in short, offers a completely different understanding of “power” – one that we habitually avoid because it is so different from our human notion of power-as-manipulation.
So the “answer” to suffering lies in the identification of the faithful with the Love of God. It lies in our calling to bear the Love of God to those suffering. It is through this identification with God that sufferers will know God – not through abstract “answers” to the problem of suffering.
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