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“No Worse than Any Others” — August 7, 2016
John 9:1–3
As he walked along, he saw a man blind from birth. 2His disciples asked him, “Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?” 3Jesus answered, “Neither this man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s works might be revealed in him.”

Luke 13:1–5
At that very time there were some present who told him about the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mingled with their sacrifices. 2He asked them, “Do you think that because these Galileans suffered in this way they were worse sinners than all other Galileans? 3No, I tell you; but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did.
4 “Or did. those eighteen who were killed when the tower of Siloam fell on them—do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others living in Jerusalem? 5No, I tell you.”

These are two times—and there were probably many others—where Jesus tried to get people to stop assuming that those who suffer must deserve it. It may be a common way of thinking, but actually it’s lazy minded—this assumption that people with diseases or injuries must, somehow, deserve it. People sometimes even call these victims “cursed.”

But Jesus points out that these victims were not more deserving of disaster than anybody else. They were not worse offenders. The blind man was not being punished for his parents’ sins. That notion may seem bizarre to us today, but in those days most people’s identity was completely bound up with their families, so it made a kind of blunt sense.

Jesus was trying to get people to stop thinking that way, to enlighten them about the fact that sufferings are not God-sent. Unfortunately, he’s got an uphill struggle to convince them of this. There are three different kinds of suffering that he mentions, and he rejects the idea that ANY one of these three is due to sin. Neither hereditary disease, nor the suffering of violence, nor falling victim to an accident is evidence of sin or of divine wrath. Two of these—hereditary blindness and the tower collapse—are events of the natural world, part of the risk and uncertainty inherent in material life, and one is the suffering that is caused by human cruelty: The violence that Pilate inflicted by killing some Galileans, and the horror and revulsion that he evoked in the public by mingling their blood with the blood of sacrificial animals. This was a deliberate insult to Jewish religious sensibilities.

Of course, none of this means that the victims deserved such a fate. Tyrants inflict violence unjustly, as we see constantly in today’s world. Many horrible and unjust things happen. And on the natural level, many terrible disasters and diseases occur, which are not expressions of God’s will. Natural disasters are not “acts of God,” even though the insurance business calls them that.

When I say Jesus had an uphill battle, I mean even with his disciples. They did not understand him very well, and I don’t think Luke, in particular, fully understood Jesus’ point here. There is a judgmental line in the middle of the Luke passage that sounds out of place, to me, the line “but unless you repent, you will all perish as they did” (Luke 13:3). The threatening tone here is consistent with what people expected a serious prophet to say, but is not consistent with what Jesus is actually saying: in this passage he is stressing that the victims of violence and of natural disaster were not more sinful than other people. We see this same message in the story in John 9, where Jesus heals a man born blind. John probably had a better understanding of Jesus’ point than Luke did, but innocent suffering is not the main issue of his story. John is focusing on the simple gratitude of the healed man, and the fearfulness of the Jewish priests, who felt threatened by Jesus’ spiritual power.

But now, I want to zero-in on the point that those who suffer are not necessarily guilty. I think we should try to understand the causes of our suffering. There are several different kinds of causes. We know now about the microbial origin of some diseases, and the genetic causes of others. But we are still baffled by some diseases, especially cancer.

Suffering is often a condition of life, but there seems to be no justice about it. It is very unevenly and arbitrarily distributed. Life is not always fair, is it? At least the material life. The rain falls on the just and the unjust, but sometimes too much rain falls on the just. Bad things do happen to good people. I strongly resist the tendency of some religious people to say that sufferings are sent to teach us a lesson. I do believe that God is constantly trying to teach us, but I don’t think he sends cancer to any of us, or a murderous governor, or a collapsing tower, or birth defects, or economic collapses. These things happen through ordinary causation, and if we understand more about those causes, we can get better at anticipating some of them before they happen.

Nor do we help anything by getting angry at God. I think God suffers too, although he keeps silent about it. God suffers along with us. And as we become more compassionate, we become more like God.

We should not think of disease, deformity, or accidents as being sent by God. We can ask God’s help in enduring each one, and we may even think of it as “our” affliction, but we should refrain from thinking that God actually sent it. God did not send the Zika virus to punish anyone. 

Then, there are some kinds of suffering that are brought on by our confused thinking, our selfish motives, or our addictive behaviors. But much of the worst suffering is not brought on by the victims at all. 

Some of the worst afflictions are psychological ones that are not the fault of the person suffering them. Anyone who was abused or who witnessed violence, suffers psychological damage. I’ll give you examples. I read about a woman who had a terrible fear of starting any relationship with a man because it brought up the memory of her father committing adultery on her mother, and she had a deep-down fear that the same would happen to her. She wished her father dead, and then felt terrible guilt over having such a wish. Another story concerns a boy who was severely treated throughout his life by a very religious father, who came to hate his father, and then to feel terribly guilty about those feelings of hate. In fact, as an adult, he would become ill whenever he heard “our Father” being spoken, because the mere mention of “father” brought up the old feelings (L. Weatherhead, Psychology, Religion, and Healing, 321–22). These people are not to blame for their psychological pain. Nor are the most heartbreaking victims of psychological damage: the incest victims who did nothing wrong, but who have very deep and painful feelings of shame. It is the perpetrator who should be feeling that shame, but the victim feels it instead. There is very profound injustice in human affairs, and very profound mischance and disaster in the natural world. 

We should have compassion for people who suffer, and learn to overcome the habit of saying “they deserved it.” Lou Gehrig, the humble and well-loved ball player, did not deserve the disease that suddenly attacked him during the 1939 season, causing cramps and stiffness, and two years later, death. And yet, he began his speech, which was to announce that he could not play ball any more, by saying “Fans, for the past two weeks you have been reading about a bad break I got. Yet today, I consider myself the luckiest man on the face of the earth.” He thanks his managers, and even the groundskeepers. Then he says, “When you have a father and a mother who work all their lives so you can have an education and build your body—it’s a blessing.” And after this he thanks his courageous wife. So this is one of the answers to the problem of suffering: the admirable character of one who is grateful for the wonderful things he has received. But he did not deserve the terrible disease that he got.

And of course, it is obvious that Jesus didn’t deserve what happened to him. The gospel authors rightly quoted the psalm that said “they have hated me without cause” (John 15:25; Pss 35:19; 69:4).

So let’s keep our compassion receptors open, and not suppress the natural tendency to feel sympathy for people who suffer, whatever the nature of their affliction. Let us lend our loving attention and support to those who are suffering.

And we can be inspired by biblical statements that God is “a very present help in trouble” (Ps 46:1). As Psalm 68 says: “A father to the fatherless, a defender of widows, is God in his holy dwelling. God sets the lonely in families, he leads out the prisoners with singing” (68:5–6 NIV). These are meant to inspire us to do the same.

We don’t understand why there is so much suffering in the natural world, but it is clearly a given, in Nature. And the suffering caused by humans seems to be a given, although it is only because people choose to be cruel, and God allows us the free will to do good or evil. some day, people will start outgrowing these immaturities, hates, fears, and bitterness. This growing up of the human race will take hundreds of generations, but we do have the promise that “as the earth brings forth its shoots, and as a garden causes what is sown in it to spring up, so the Lord God will cause righteousness and praise to spring up before all the nations” (Isa 61:11). In other words, it is a slow and gradual growth.

Meanwhile we need to learn to love God, and each other, which is best done by coming to know Jesus. He is the demonstrator, the emanator, the practicer of love, and he drew very near to people. He acknowledged that the Father “sends rain on the just and on the unjust” (Matt 5:45 RSV). But by his love, Jesus also brought to life the promise from Ps 145: “The Lord is near to all who call on him” (Ps 145:18). And he is very near to us, to you.
