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Tsunami: A Time to Remember and Reflect

Thursday, January 13, 2005

12:30 pm, UC Dining Room, IUPUI
Charles W. Allen

In the Gospel of John (Ch. 9) there’s a story where Jesus and his disciples run across a man who had been born without the ability to see. The disciples ask Jesus why God would let that happen—did the man’s parents commit some awful sin or something? And Jesus basically answers, “That’s the wrong question to ask right now. Now it’s time to step in and do something about it.” And then he goes on to cure the man and break a few laws in the process and get in trouble with the authorities.
When disasters strike, those of us who are religious or spiritual often find ourselves asking how it could have happened. People who believe in a loving God naturally want to know how God could have been involved in all this. Those are natural questions to ask, but they’re not always helpful.

My Anglican strand of Christian faith is often accused of being weak on providing explanations, and that’s at least partly true. But that’s because one of our main convictions is that an explanation isn’t as important as simply being there. We worship and follow a God who couldn’t escape a criminal’s execution, just so God could be there with us even in the most devastating circumstances. That’s not a God who explains much and it’s certainly not a God who promises to rescue us from the world’s suffering. Instead it’s a God who says, “Just be there. Offer yourself to those who suffer. And I’ll be with you.”
I’ve been asked to say a quick word about a practice that we hope to revive on this campus, and it fits here. A Catholic Priest used to coordinate what he called “The Listening Post.” He and other campus ministers and volunteers would take turns staking out a table in a public place where people could just drop by and talk about whatever they were dealing with at the time. Nobody preached or tried to make converts. They basically listened without judging. It was an apt way of following a God who says, “Just be there.” I hope we’re able to get this going again, so stay tuned.
In the past couple of weeks I’ve been especially helped by some words from my Church’s Archbishop of Canterbury, Rowan Williams, and I’d like to share them with you before we pray:

Those who are most deeply involved – both as sufferers and as helpers – are so often the ones who spend least energy in raging over … the great philosophical or religious questions we might want to press. Somehow, they are most aware of two things: a kind of strength and vision just to go on; and a sense of the imperative for practical service and love. Somehow in all of this, God simply emerges for them as a faithful presence … What can be said with authority about these terrible matters can finally be said only by those closest to the cost. The rest of us need to listen; and then to work and – as best we can manage it – pray. (http://www.archbishopofcanterbury.org/sermons_speeches/050102.html)

Let us pray.

O God of compassion and hope, you have always borne our griefs and carried our sorrows. Open our hearts and our very lives to be touched by the lives of those who suffer most, that we may respond with such assistance as we can provide, and with the assurance that they need not face disaster without the company of a growing community of support, in the name of your Wisdom made flesh in our lives. Amen.
