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Proper 12 C

July 25, 2010

Hosea 1:2-10, Psalm 85, Colossians 2:6-15, Luke 11:1-13

God grant us the serenity to accept the things we can not change, the courage to change the things we can and the wisdom to distinguish the one from the other.  Amen.


I was quite struck by this story entitled “Las Vegas Churches Accept Gambling Chips,” sent to me by Jane Parker.  This may come as a surprise to those of you not living in Las Vegas.  But there are more Catholic Churches than casinos.


Not surprisingly, some worshipers at Sunday services will give casino chips rather than cash when the offering is taken.  Since they get chips from many different casinos, the churches have devised a method to collect the offerings.  The churches send all their collected chips to a nearby Franciscan monastery for sorting and then the chips are taken to the casinos of origin and cashed in.  This is done by the “chip” monks.  You didn’t even see it coming did you?


This is the third sermon in the summer request series.  The person asked me to preach about why bad things happen to good people?   And I used that amusing opening story for the last line.  “You didn’t even see it coming did you?” How often do bad or even awful things happen to each and every one of us.  Horrible things that we never saw coming and certainly did not expect.   
There is in each one of us, at least I know it resides in me, a naivety that expects that if I live my life as a good Christian that nothing bad will happen to me.   Ultimately, that is true in the sense that Jesus promises us in John 14 that he is going to prepare a place for us and elsewhere that those who believe in him will inherit eternal life.   Today’s gospel from Luke even says “If you then, who are evil, know how to give good gifts to your children, how much more will the heavenly Father give the Holy Spirit to those who ask him!”  In the end we know or at least hope we know where we are going, but it is the getting there that can be full of speed bumps or even large craters or sink holes that we fall into.


There have been many books written on the subject of why bad things happen to good people.   And a week from next Wednesday morning we are beginning an eight week Bible study on the question of Good and Evil. The problem of why bad things happen to good people has also plagued theologians from the very beginning.  The question is certainly an incredibly complex one, depending, for example, on whether we see God as a distant entity or whether we believe God is as close as a heartbeat and intimately involved in our lives.  I am simply going to offer a few thoughts to get the conversation started so to speak and urge you to study the topic on your own or join our Bible study if you would like more depth.


Why do bad things happen to good people?   Actually, I don’t think the question is totally answerable while we are still on this earth residing  in our mortal bodies.  And I certainly don’t have the ultimate answer.  In fact, I have more questions than answers.  But I believe three things: the problem of sin, perspective, and trust are  a good start when prayerfully considering, “Why do bad things happen to good people?”


First of all let’s talk about the problem of sin.   From the Garden of Eden on, sin whether intentional or not,  creates evil.  C.S. Lewis,  one of the most prominent Anglican theologians of the 20th century, deals extensively with this issue in many of his works.  I would recommend to you The Screwtape Letters, The Great Divorce, and particularly The Problem of  Pain.  Lewis says that because God loves us enough to give us free will that means that God loves us enough to allow us to turn away from God.   Free will means that we are free to love God and equally free to turn away from God.   When we turn away from God, we sin.   Some of that sin does not have major world changing implications, but that sin does create evil which can snowball.   The bad and evil that seem at times to surround us and permeate our lives has been created by humans.   The evil in the world is being redeemed bit by bit by our Heavenly Father which is what happens when we ask for forgiveness.  But until the second coming of Christ, we will have bad things happen to us created by our sin or someone else’s sin or turning from God.   So bad things happen to good people.  

Secondly, there is perspective… some times things appear good to us when they can actually be bad and of course, bad when they are actually good.  It just depends on our perspective.    Let me give you an illustration.  When I was a preschooler, I spent lots of time with my maternal grandparents who at that time lived in the county where my grandfather was the gardener for a large estate.  He would take me into town for groceries.  Next to the grocery store was a Dairy Queen and part of our routine was to get ice cream before we went back home.  I would get a small vanilla cone and he would get a root beer float.  I loved and still love soft ice cream, so one day I ate my cone and asked him if I could have another.  He said sure but if he bought it for me, I would have to eat the entire thing.  Well, you know what happened.  I got the second cone and a terrible stomach ache from too much ice cream.  I also learned that just because one ice cream was terrific, it didn’t mean that two would be twice as terrific.  As parents we often have a perspective that our children do not appreciate until they become older.


My ice cream cone gluttony is an example of a good turning bad, but there is also something that appears bad turning out for good.   Look at Jesus’ crucifixion.  From the perspective of Good Friday, the crucifixion was an evil too horrible for words.  Yet God took that horrible and turned it into the incredible gift of the resurrection.  Sometimes things are bad and can become good. it depends on our perspective.   And sometimes something is bad no matter how we look at it which is when I have to trust that since I know God is love, that somehow the bad will either be redeemed or turned to good.   


Because ultimately our faith rests on trusting in God.  We have a God whom we can know in the person of Jesus Christ.  We have a God who is love and who has been actively involved in human life since the Holy One created us.  Paul in today’s reading from Colossians says, “As you therefore have received Christ Jesus the Lord, continue to live your lives in him, rooted and built up in him and established in the faith, just as you were taught, abounding in thanksgiving.”  Trust that God knows what God is doing can help us walk through the awful times of our life.

Consider this story entitled “The Heart.”  “Tomorrow morning,” the surgeon began, “I’ll open up your heart..”


“You’ll find Jesus there,” the boy interrupted.


The surgeon looked up, annoyed “I’ll cut your heart open, to see how much damage has been done…”


“But when you open up my heart, you’ll find Jesus in there,” said the boy.


The surgeon looked to the parents who sat quietly. “When I see how much damage has been done, I’ll sew your heart and chest back up, and I’ll plan what to do next.”


“But you’ll find Jesus in my heart.  The Bible says He lives there.  The hymns all say He lives there.  You’ll find Him in my heart.”

The surgeon had had enough. “I’ll tell you what I’ll find in your heart. I’ll find damaged muscle, low blood supply and weakened vessels.  And I’ll find out if I can make you well.”


The next day the surgeon sat in his office, recording his notes from the surgery.  “Damaged aorta, no hope for transplant, no hope for cure.  Therapy: painkillers and bed rest.  Prognosis: Death within one year. He stopped the recorder, but there was more to be said.  “Why, Lord?  Why did You do this?  Why?”


The Lord answered and said, “The boy, My lamb, was not meant for your flock for long, for he is a part of My flock, and will forever be.  Here, in My flock, he will feel no pain, and will be comforted as you cannot imagine.  His parents will one day join him here, and they will know peace, and My flock will continue to grow.”


The surgeon’s tears were hot with anger. “You created that boy, and You created that heart.  He’ll be dead in months.  Why?”


The Lord answered, “The boy, My lamb shall return to My flock, for He has done his job: I did not put My lamb with your flock to lose him, but to retrieve you, another lost lamb.”


The surgeon wept.  He sat by the boy’s bed across from the child’s parents.  The boy awoke and whispered.  “Did you cut open my heart?”


Yes,” replied the surgeon.


“What did you find?” asked the boy.


“I found Jesus there,” said the surgeon.


Why do bad things happen to good people?  Some of the answers may be in the problem of sin, our perspective and in trusting God.  But in the end, it’s one of the questions I have for our Lord when someday I hopefully get to see him face to face.

In the Name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Spirit  Amen.
