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There are many Sunday’s when I am glad our Pastor, Suzan Hawkinson, is preaching, not only because she is an excellent preacher, but also because I am not sure I have anything worth talking about for 20 minutes.  This is not one of those Sundays.  This week, I was reminded that horrible things happen in this world – not horrible like failing a test or like getting an ear infection.  Horrible things like an entire society being smashed by a force so powerful that the combined efforts of the entire world are unable make things right.  That such a thing has happened this week in Haiti is certain.  That we, are called to prayer and acts of giving, is questioned by no Christian that I know. 

There was something however, that followed the earthquake that Christians across the theological spectrum are questioning.  And that is what I want to talk with you about.  The day after the earthquake, a well-known Christian televangelist named Pat Robertson spoke about the earthquake on a Christian television show called the 700 Club.  He closed his remarks by sharing his theological and historical understanding of the earthquake’s origins.  He said (and I’m quoting here), “Something happened a long time ago in Haiti, and people may not want to talk about it.  They were under the heel of the French…and they got together and swore a pact to the devil.  They said, ‘we will serve you, if you’ll get us free from the French.’  True story.  And so the devil said, ‘ok, it’s a deal,’ and they kicked the French out…the Haitians revolted and got themselves free, but ever since they have been cursed by one thing after the other…”
As you can imagine, suggesting that an earthquake which killed tens of thousands of people was caused by a pact between those people’s great-grandparents and the devil, has brought numerous negative reactions, ranging from dismissive eye-rolling to angry name calling.  I have seen a great deal of fiery condemnation of Pat Robertson on cable news shows, internet facebook pages, and even in our own Philadelphia Inquirer, but I have to be honest, in all the reactions, I have yet to hear someone offer an intellectual rebuttal to his claims.  Calling someone a crazy old man or suggesting that he is a raging racist may be an understandable emotional reaction, but it does not help us to understand why exactly we should not believe him.
And understanding why we should not believe him, I think, is an important thing for us to know.  Now, I am not a political historian.  I am not an economist.  I am not a scientist.  All I am is a Christian theologian, and a pretty green one at that.  And so I can’t talk about what Pat Robertson said with regards to politics or economics or science, but I can respond to his theology, and that is what I hope to do here.
The first thing I want to say is that Pat Robertson is not the first religious person in our tradition to see God’s intentional actions in processes of nature or human history.  On the contrary, when he said what he did, he was echoing the words of a long line of prophets who made it into the book that we say contains the Word of God.  You can read about these prophets in pretty much every book of the Bible, and they proclaim with a fairly united voice, that those who follow the Lord will prosper, and those who do not, will not.  

The passage I just read
 embodies the worldview that characterizes Deuteronomy – that if you do good, God will prosper you, and if you do evil, God will not.  And that worldview is found not just in Deuteronomy, but in the historical books of Joshua, Judges, 1st Samuel, 2nd Samuel, 1st Kings, and 2nd Kings.  Those seven books comprise about 250 pages and about 1,000 years of history.  And through it all, you can find a cycle – scholars call it deuteronomistic cycle.  (File that one away for your next cocktail party…deuteronomistic cycle).  The cycle goes like this: we obeyed the Lord, we prospered, we got rich and happy and proud, and we turned from obeying the Lord, then we got smacked by the Lord (usually by an invading army, but sometimes by a plague), we realized our sinful ways (usually because a prophet arose to tell us what we had done wrong), we repented and began living in obedience to the Lord, we were saved from the crisis, and we began to prosper again.  Once we prospered, we got rich and happy and proud, and the cycle continued round and round…for about a thousand years.  The point to remember is that through all this historical recounting, hardly anyone questioned the basic assumption that the reason the obedient are rewarded and the disobedient are smacked is that God is in charge of the world.  And because of this, people get what they deserve.  Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, maybe not even in this generation – but eventually, God acts in history and through nature to deal out justice, call people to repentance, and enact God’s glory.  
You can accuse Pat Robertson of many things, but one thing I find it hard to accuse him of is being without biblical support.  His idea is that God acts through natural events like Hurricane Katrina and the Haitian Earthquake or through human actions, like those of the 9/11 terrorists to punish sinners.  And his idea reads as if it were lifted from the writings of the Biblical prophets.  I do not think that his statements lack Biblical support; I think that his statements are wrong.  And I think they are based upon wrong theology.  
And theological understanding is fundamentally where Pat Robertson and I differ.  He believes that God interacts in a constant and profound way with the world – and I just can’t see how that works.  I believe that God may intervene sometimes, but only very, very rarely – and those interventions are sometimes recognized for what they are: miracles – but those interventions are exceedingly rare.  And I think that God has good reasons for refraining from intervening, but in order to explain those, we need to take a detour into some pretty deep theology.
  You have my apologies, and my promise that I’ll do my best to get us out again in a few minutes.  
We must begin with a question, “what is God trying to do with each individual human?”  I believe that what God is fundamentally trying to do is create a being that is capable of love, and when I say love, I mean putting your own desires and interests second to someone else’s.  God wants humans to choose to receive love from God, and choose to give love to one another and back to God.
 And I think that the world is set up in just about the only way I can imagine which leads to humans having a chance at being able to love.  

Let me explain: in order for us to love others, several things have to happen in order.  First, and this is going to sound silly, in order for us to have the chance to love others, we have to realize that others exist.  And that is more difficult than you would first think.  Think about what is involved in us realizing that others exist.  Those of you who have raised children or studied developmental psychology will have a leg up here.  Imagine an infant.  How does he realize that his mom is something different from himself, but his hand is not?  He realizes this because he want his hand to move, and his hand moves instantly – but he wants his mom to move, and she moves considerably slower, or maybe not at all.  He realizes that his mom is not him because she gets to make choices, and sometimes she chooses to respond to his desires and sometimes she does not…unlike his hand, which always does what he wants.  So, in order for us to realize there are other beings, other beings need to be able to make real choices that impact us.  

And how could the infant perceive his mom’s choices if there were not some medium in which he and his mom could make choices…some bottle or rattle that was neither mom nor infant, that both the infant and the mom could manipulate.  Some air and light and floor in which to exist and through which to pass sound and light.  There must be an object to be desired, and there must be a medium in which both selves exist – which is neither self, but is separate – a nature.  And how would the infant realize that his mother was acting on nature unless nature was normally governed by consistent rules?  The infant wouldn’t know that his mom was affecting the rattle when she picked it up unless the rattle normally sat where it lay – governed by inertia and gravity and friction.  So, even to realize there are other selves, we need other selves that can make choices with real consequences and we need to have a nature that was independent and constant.
Once we realize that there are other selves, the next step to being capable of loving is realizing that our interests and their interests conflict.  Only once we do that, do we have the opportunity to make real choices about whether we want to fulfill another’s desires or our own.  And, if I am going to really have the opportunity to choose, then my choices have to mean something – and if they have positive consequences, then they have real positive consequences, and if they have negative consequences, those have to be real too.  Again, it seems to me that the world is the way it is because it is the only way it could be to enable us even the opportunity to love others.  We have to have a nature that obeys certain constant laws, and we have to have other selves which get to make real choices.  
Okay – enough theology – let me sum up, and then I promise this will tie in to Pat Robertson and earthquakes.  What I am saying is that God’s fundamental purpose for creating us was creating beings who are capable of choosing to love others and love God.  And that the universe has been set up for that end.  And that two of the essential aspects of the universe are that individuals get to make real choices with real consequences and that nature obeys a set of rules.  
Tectonic plates move, not because people make deals with God or deals with the devil – they move because of basic laws of the universe.  And they have to move that way.  People are born into a rich or a poor family, a rich or a poor society, not because God favors some and not others, but because those people’s parents and grandparents and people who interacted with their parents and grandparents made choices that resulted in those people being rich or poor.  The natural universe is governed by unchanging laws of nature.  Humans get to make choices that have serious and lasting consequences for themselves and also for others.  Those two things have to be the way they are, or at least I can’t see how they could be different.

But that said, those two things, natural laws and human freedom of choice, have horrible consequences.  People do awful things to each other – and it is not fair that the powerful are allowed to exercise their choices on the weak.  The same forces and laws that enable life also threaten it and sometimes terribly destroy it, and it’s not fair that I didn’t have to experience through a 7.0 earthquake and others did.  But that is the way things are, and I don’t see how they could be different, if the goal is beings who have the opportunity to choose to love.
Now, if you are still with me, let me tie this back to Pat Robertson.  Pat Robertson believes that what we see unfolding in front of us is God’s handiwork – that (as the song by Twila Paris goes) “God Is In Control.”  He believes that God intervenes in nature and human history regularly, in order to punish or teach or reward.  He believes that everything is working out according to a just plan – that people who swear a pact to the devil are going to be under a curse for a long while.  That people who allow abortion and homosexuality to run rampant risk God withdrawing his protective hand from them.  And many others agree with Pat Robertson, I might add.  I, for reasons that I have tried to lay out here, do not, because to do so would counteract two of the necessary ingredients for human spiritual development – human choice and natural laws.  
A couple more things, and then I’ll be done.  First, unlike most of the people who have been involved in the media response to Pat Robertson, I do not think he is malicious.  In fact, I think he is pretty benevolent.  If someone believed, I mean really believed, that 200 years ago people  made a pact with the devil and for that reason they have been cursed ever since, and that they are now suffering a major disaster because of it, what would be the best way for that person to act?  Would they respond in compassion by trying to treat the symptoms of the problem: heal injuries, feed the hungry, and house the homeless?  He is doing that.  Would they tell the people the cause of their problem so that they could not only recover from this round of symptoms, they could prevent the symptoms from recurring in the future?  He is doing that.  If what he said were true, I think he would be acting rightly.  His error is not moral, it is theological.  He doesn’t need better ethics – he needs better understanding.  He is not bad.  He is wrong.  

Second, consider carefully the ramifications of what I am saying before you jump on board with me.  If it is true that God does not make a habit of altering natural processes or revoking human choices, you lose something.  I assure you that there are good reasons why people believe the way that Robertson does – it is much safer and more comforting to believe that way.  If you believe that everything around you is part of God’s mysterious, but ultimately good plan, that every human interaction, that every natural event is ripe with divine intentionality, you can feel quite close to God indeed.  If, on the other hand, you are willing to entertain the possibility that God is not in control – at least not of every action that we experience or undertake, you face a possibility which can be frightening.

It was frightening for people in Jesus time too.  You remember the first reading from today?  Where people came to Jesus with the story of those who were executed by Pilot and those who had a tower fall on them and they wanted assurance that the same thing wouldn’t happen to them.
  They wanted to know that God’s good plan had killed those people for a good reason, and that God’s good plan would not kill them for an equally good reason.  And Jesus’ response?  Do you think that those people were any worse than you are?  They weren’t.  That didn’t happen to them as punishment or as warning.  That’s all that Jesus said at that point, really.  In this sermon, I added what I think to be the reason those people died.  The why is mine, not Jesus’.  But the why not is clearly from Jesus – it was not because they were worse sinners.  
Some people see an earthquake or they see the violence that humans do to each other and they say, God cannot exist.  Others see those things and say, the people who are suffering must have done something terrible for God to treat them this way.  But I see those things and I believe they are the terrible consequences of God’s love for us.  A love which wants us to freely choose to love back.  A love which wants us to know beings other than ourselves, and willingly love them.  A love which allows us to choose not to love them – with all the terrible consequences that follow from that choice.  

I know that idea can be frightening.  But let me comfort you with two final things.  First, when God came to earth, God submitted to the same realities.  Jesus suffered at the hands of people through the means of nature.  He could be nailed to a wooden cross because nails can pierce flesh, and wood can support the weight of a human body, and he was nailed to a wooden cross because people chose for him to be, and their choices had real effects.  Their choices were real.  Nature followed its laws.  And God, like so many others before and since, suffered the consequences.

Second, Jesus’ ultimate future was based not on what people did to him through nature, but on what God did in spite of people and nature.  People killed Jesus, but God resurrected Jesus.  And that gives me hope – hope that despite enduring the worst that people’s choices and nature’s constancy could do – Jesus was not so broken that he could not be resurrected.  Hope for kids who are abused by their parents, who are so constricted and broken by what they have experienced at the hands of others.  Hope for people who are crushed by falling buildings, or whose parents are crushed by falling buildings.  Hope that those people are not so broken that they are beyond God’s saving power.  We have to believe that.  We have to believe that the world crucifies but God resurrects.  So when you Pat Robertson say that God did this, or when someone else hears him talking and says, “This proves God doesn’t exist.” You remind them what we believe: We believe in a God who wants us to become able to love.  We believe in a God who is willing to go to great length to even be killed to allow that to happen.  And we believe in a God who can resurrect in spite of human history and natural laws.  You remind them that the God we believe in isn’t in the business of crucifixion.  The God we believe in is in the business of resurrection.  
Does God intervene directly in human events?


If not, how is God’s love for humans expressed?





“What is God trying to do with each individual human?”





Hope in the resurrection means death is overcome, not death is prevented





God the creator vs. God the controller – are the laws of nature independent from God?





God the creator vs. God the controller – is human behavior independent from God?





If God does not control an event or a person’s behavior, does that mean that God has no plan that is at work?





Can people oppose or defeat God’s plan? Can Nature?





So how did God provide for the people of Haiti – or  did he just forsake them?











� Deuteronomy 6


� The deep theology that we will move into is drawn heavily and almost entirely from CS Lewis’ book “The Problem of Pain.”  Lewis was much smarter and wiser than I am and he required 100 pages whereas I only have 5.  All this is to say – whether you agree with my argument here or not – you should read it in Lewis before settling on your opinion.  If you agree with me, you may agree even more with him.  If you disagree with me, it may be that I am saying things badly, and seeing them from a wiser pen will help.


� God is love, as John writes to us, and according to Matthew, Mark, Luke, and Paul, the purpose of humanity is to Love God and love neighbors.  


� Luke 13:1-5
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