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We're using this book by Rev. Martin Thielen, a United Methodist minister, to help us look at the reasons why many of our friends and family members aren't Christians.  Last week we tackled the false belief that "Good Christians don't doubt".  You can get that sermon CD in the entry room.  It would be especially helpful for anyone who is feeling like God doesn't accept them, because they have doubts.


Today the topic is an even tougher one.  It goes something like this:  "I'm not a Christian because I can't believe in, or worship, a God who causes cancer, car wrecks and other catastrophes."


Warning:  listening to this sermon may hurt you brain as much as it hurt my brain to write it.


In 2006, Hurricane Katrina killed 1577 people in Louisiana.   Well, televangelist Pat Robertson, head of The 700 Club, said that God sent Hurricane Katrina to Louisiana to punish America for legalized abortion.  What do you think?  Does God punish countries that way?  Many Christians think so.  And many people refuse to become Christians because they do.


Four years later, in 2010, a catastrophic earthquake hit the island of Haiti, killing anywhere from 100,000 people to 300,000 people.  Why did that happen?  Well, Pat Robertson said the earthquake in Haiti was sent by God to punish the Haitian people for their sins.  What do you think?  Does God punish people by sending earthquakes?  


Why do things happen the way they do?  One man drinks, smokes and cheats on every relationship he’s ever had but lives a good long life with wealth and pleasure.  Another man gives his life to Christ while he’s in college and discovers he has an incurable disease the day after he graduates, dying within the year.  Why?  One family goes on vacation and has the time of their lives.  Another family goes and dies in a car crash on the way to Disney World.  Why?    One town narrowly escapes the fatal winds of a hurricane while another is leveled, at great loss of life and property.  Why?


People have been asking that “why?” question from the beginning of time, trying to make sense of the evil in life.  It seems to me that there are three possible answers, answers that we could call "God Causes Everything", “There Is No God” and “A Middle Way”.  And what's tricky for Christians is this - there is support in the Bible for all three answers.

God Causes Everything

Many people, like Pat Robertson, believe that God causes everything to happen that happens in this world, even things like cancer, car crashes, hurricanes and earthquakes.  They usually try to comfort the victims of these evils with words like, "We don't understand the Lord's ways yet.  We just have to accept them."  There are plenty of places in the Bible to find support for this position.  Let me mention a few of them.


After the good and righteous man named Job loses his family and all of his possessions he declares, "The Lord gave and the Lord has taken away; may the name of the Lord be praised." (Job 1:21)  Even after his wife (the only other family member to survive) tells Job to curse God, Job asks her, "Shall we accept good from God, and not trouble?" (Job 2:10)  Job is a man who believes everything that happens to us happens because God makes it happen.


Ecclesiastes 7:14  -  "When times are good, be happy; but when times are bad, consider:  God has made the one as well as the other."


Amos 3:6  -  "When disaster comes to a city, has not the LORD caused it?"


Isaiah 45:7  -   "I form the light and create darkness, I bring prosperity and create disaster; I, the Lord, do all these things."

For thousands of years this position has been a theology of solace.  It helps believers know that life does not happen randomly, that God is in control, behind it all, pulling the strings, in charge, taking us somewhere.  Many people, many Christians, were taught this position as children and have kept it into adulthood.  You may be one of them and it is not my purpose today to change your mind at all.  


However, having this theology doesn't answer all of our questions.  There IS mystery at the end it, and the mystery is this:  isn't there some other way that God could accomplish his will other than to send all of the suffering that innocent people are forced to endure in the world?   For instance, we just had the tenth anniversary of 9/11 - a day that everyone in our country agrees was a day of great evil.  Did God make 9/11 happen?  He did, if it's true that God causes everything to happen that happens.  But did God cause 9/11 to happen?  Why would he?  And even if a good that is greater than the deaths of nearly 3,000 innocent people could be found, were the events of 9/11 the only way that God could bring it about?  It's a mystery.  Couldn't the God of the Universe have found some other way?


It's this mystery that causes many people today not to believe in God.  
For them, to say that God causes everything to happen that happens makes God out to be evil, not loving.  As a guy who calls himself "donsands" wrote on the Theocentriblog:
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donsands said... 

There's solace knowing God is sovereign. And yet, when I think of a calamity and God decrees it, it's not comforting.

The truth is, many people don't believe in God today because this "God Causes Everything" viewpoint is the only picture of God they've ever seen, and they can't accept it.  One time Martin Thielen visited a church member who had stopped coming to church when his wife died.  He told the man, "The congregation and I would love for you and your children to return to church."


"Thanks for the invitation," he replied, "but I don't believe in God anymore."


Pastor Thielen said, "Tell me about the God you don't believe in."


So the man told him that he, his wife, and their two kids used to go to church every Sunday.  But then his wife developed breast cancer.  And in spite of all of their prayers and the best treatment possible, she died.  


He told Pastor Thielen, "When I buried my wife, I also buried my faith.  I don't believe in a God who kills 28 year old mothers with cancer."

Many people are right there.
There Is No God

Because of the evil that can happen in life, many people like that man abandon their faith in God and take the "There Is No God" position.  This position  says there is no God and that man and nature cause everything to happen that happens in this world.  Why did Hurricane Katrina happen?  Because the warm ocean and gulf waters evaporated, causing clouds to form.  The lack of wind causes the heat in the air to increase, creating a low pressure to form, which causes winds to spiral inward toward the center of the low.  These winds, reacting to the laws of nature, are what killed 1,577 people in Louisiana, not God.  Don't blame God.  There is no "God" anyway.  Blame nature.  Why did 9/11 happen?  Because a group of 19 men chose to board three planes that day to use them as bombs against our country.  Don't blame God for it.  There is no "God" they say.  Blame those 19 men.  Man is free and nature is powerful.  Put those two facts together and all kinds of things can happen - both good and bad.  


This sounds good except for two things.  Do we really want to say there is no God?  I sure don't.  I believe God created all that exists, that God made you and me, that God loves us, that God has a plan for our lives, that God sent his Son Jesus into our world to die for our sins and that one day God will welcome us into the joy of heaven.  Just because a person may not believe that God causes bad things to happen doesn't mean they have to throw the whole idea of God out with the bathwater.  There IS a God.


But there's a second challenge to this position.   Having this belief system doesn't answer all of our questions either.  There IS mystery at the end it too, and the mystery is this:  if there is no "God" then what's the point of life?  Why are we here?  Did we just somehow arise out of the evolutionary bogs and swamps by accident?  Is your existence and mine a cosmic accident?  If so, then like an actor on his first day of rehearsal I have to ask, "What's my motivation?"  Why should I bother to "do the right thing" if this life is all there is?  Why not eat, drink and be merry?  


Do you know where that phrase comes from?  Does anyone know?  It comes from the book of Ecclesiastes.  Why would the phrase "eat, drink and be merry" be in the Bible?  Because the truth is, all three answers to the "Why?" question can be found in the Bible.  We've already seen several of the scriptures that support the "God Causes Everything" position.  Now let me show you one that supports the "There Is No God" position.  Are you ready?  


Ecclesiastes 9:7 says:


"Go, eat your food with gladness, and drink your wine with a joyful heart, for it is now that God favors what you do.  Always be clothed in white, and always anoint your head with oil.  Enjoy life with your wife, whom you love, all the days of this meaningless life that God has given you under the sun—all your meaningless days. For this is your lot in life and in your toilsome labor under the sun.  Whatever your hand finds to do, do it with all your might, for in the grave, where you are going, there is neither working nor planning nor knowledge nor wisdom. 


"I have seen something else under the sun:  The race is not to the swift  or the battle to the strong, nor does food come to the wise or wealth to the brilliant or favor to the learned; but time and chance happen to them all."


Solomon may have used the word "God" here, but at this point in his life I don't think he really believed in God.  (Or the most you could say is that he didn't see much use for God.)  To Solomon, life is meaningless.  You might as well eat, drink and be merry today, because who knows what will happen to you tomorrow.  "Time and chance" happen to everyone.  When it's your "time" to get hit with lightning, you're going to get hit with lightning.  And it's just a matter of chance whether you get a fatal illness, or not.  So, live it up!  Your life is meaningless.
A Middle Way

There is "A Middle Way" between those who say "God Causes Everything" and those who say "There Is No God".  And this middle way has something to say to the other two.  To the "God Causes Everything" crowd this middle way says, "Yes, we agree with you that God exists.  And, yes, God is active and involved in our world."  But this middle way also says, "No, I'm sorry, but we can't believe that God causes everything to happen that happens in our world.  God is NOT the one who causes rapes and car accidents and earthquakes and mudslides that kill thousands of people at a time.  God is NOT the one who causes disease, birth defects and all of the illnesses that ravage human bodies all across the globe.  There are explanations other than God for these evils in our world."


To the “There Is No God” crowd this middle way says, "Yes, we agree with you that man is free to do good and to do evil.  We are not puppets on a string that merely act out the roles that God has written for our lives.  We decide how we live, not God.  We are responsible for the choices we make, not God.  And, yes, nature is powerful and unpredictable.  And many times nature is merely doing its thing when people get in its way and get hurt.  It's not God's fault."  But this middle way also says, "No, I'm sorry, we are not alone in this world.  God is real.  And God gives our lives meaning."  That's a middle way.

But let's acknowledge that there is still mystery, even with this middle way.  And the mystery is this – if God is real, (and he is), and if God is involved in our lives (and he is) then why does God answer some of our prayers but not others?  Why, for instance, does God protect one person, or one family, or even one town or nation, from harm while another is murdered, abused, kidnapped, or totally destroyed by an act of nature?  We don’t know why.  We will never know why on this side of heaven.  It’s a mystery.


But here's what we do know - and it's the reason that chapter one of Thielen's book was written:  in order to be a Christian a person CAN believe that God causes cancer, car wrecks and other catastrophes, but they don't HAVE to.  Why not?  Because the Bible is deliberately unclear on this, which means we are free to choose how we look at this.  We've already read scriptures supporting the first two positions.  Let's read one now that supports this third position, "A Middle Way".  Will you turn to Luke 13:1-5?  

Let me set this up.  Jesus is going to be talking about two events that were in the news in his day.  The first event was the mass execution by Governor Pilate of some Jewish rebels from Galilee.  People wanted to know why so many people were killed.  One theory was that they all got what they deserved, that Pilate was only acting on God's behalf, punishing them for their sins.  But did Jesus agree with that?  Does God cause everything to happen that happens?


Read Luke 13:1-3


"I tell you, no!" Jesus says, with an exclamation point!  No!  Don't blame God for the execution of these Galileans.  He wasn't punishing them for their sins.  Blame Pilate.  Pilate did this.  Not God.


The second event that Jesus mentions is the falling of a tower in the southern part of Jerusalem known as Siloam.  The "word on the street" was that God had made this tower fall suddenly to punish 18 people for their sins.  But did Jesus agree with that?  Does God cause everything to happen that happen?


Read Luke 13:4-5


If Jesus were teaching today he'd probably be asking us, "Or those 3,000 people that died on 9/11 - do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in America?"


"I tell you, no!" Jesus says, with another exclamation point!  No!  Don't blame God for the deaths on 9/11, or for the death of those 18 people under the tower of Siloam.  God wasn't punishing them for their sins.  Blame poor workmanship on the tower if you want to.  Blame random chance if you want to.  This was an accident, plain and simple.  Do you want us to delete the word "accident" from the dictionary?  It was not an act of God.  What kind of a person do you think God is anyway?


Why do things happen the way they do?  How should we make sense out of the suffering in this world?  We seem to have three options:  say that God causes everything to happen; say that there is no God and that man, nature and chance cause everything to happen; or say that God IS real but that he does not cause bad things to happen to us in this world.  These seem to be our three options.  And there is support in the Bible for each of them - a clue that we probably aren't meant to know the answer, this side of heaven.  So, to insist that in order to be a Christian a person HAS to believe God is the one behind cancer, car wreck and other catastrophes is wrong.  In other words, we need to let our un-Christian friends and family members know that having, or not having, this belief is not a deal breaker.  A person is not required to believe God causes everything to happen that happens in order to be a Christian.  They can if they want to.  But they don't have to.


Many Christians who believe in God, do not believe in a God who causes suffering.  I believe in a God who cries with us in our suffering.  On 9/11, for instance, I don't think God sat back all pleased with himself for what he had done.  Instead, on 9/11, I believe God was mourning over the evil that 19 terrorists had done.  I believe God was wrapping his arms around those who perished on that day, and their families - not that he was teaching them a lesson.  And I believe God used the tragedy of that day to remind us of what really matters in life:  loving Him, and loving one another.


Martin Thielen tells a story at the end of chapter 16 of one of his parishioners.  He writes, "Twelve years ago David's fourteen year old son Rob died in a tragic accident.  Several days after the funeral, David, in agonizing grief, drove to a Roman Catholic bookstore.  There he purchased a wooden crucifix, depicting Jesus suffering on the cross.  David drove home, opened his toolbox, and grabbed a hammer and nail.  He then walked to the kitchen and hammered the crucifix to the wall, right above his son's empty chair at the dinner table.  Every evening, when he stared at Rob's empty chair, David lifted his eyes to the crucifix and remembered that God, like him, had suffered great grief.  The crucifix did not explain his son's death.  Nor did it take away the pain of that death.  But knowing that God suffered with him allowed David to survive that horrible time of pain and grief.  Twelve years later that crucifix still hangs on David's wall.  It reminds him that the God of the cross is always with him, even in his deepest suffering."  (What's the Least, p. 115.)

In times of grief, we DO have our faith in God to fall back on, a faith in a God who knows what it's like to suffer, who lost his son because of sin:

I believe in God the Father Almighty, creator of heaven and earth.

And in Jesus Christ his only Son our Lord; who was conceived by the Holy Ghost, born of the Virgin Mary, 

suffered under Pontius Pilate, 

was crucified, dead, and buried; 

he descended into Hell; 

the third day he rose from the dead . . .


The third day he rose from the dead.  Yes.  He did.  And one day so will we.

Most of us know the story of the sinking of the Titanic.  But did you know that as the Titanic was sinking, the ship's band played music, to keep everyone calm?  All eight men in the band died that night, all going down with the ship.  Survivors of the tragedy told reporters that the last song the band played was a hymn, right before the ship went down.  This hymn.  "Nearer My God to Thee."  

I believe in the Holy Spirit . . .

the resurrection of the body, 

and the life everlasting.


For those with eyes of faith, death is not the end but the beginning of eternity spent with God!  

Before we sing this hymn, let us pray - 
