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It was 20th century theologian Karl Barth who remarked that a minister needs to 
preach with a Bible in one hand and a newspaper in the other.  I tend to think that 
it’s a really good thing to somehow relate the gospel message to things we 
experience in our own lives.  The only problem with that is if I preached from the 
newspaper every week, it would make for a pretty depressing series of sermons.  

Last Monday, I was shocked to hear that a 16-year-old was stabbed to death in 
Oceanside, NY, the town next to where we used to live on Long Island.  
Oceanside is a beautiful community, and in ten years in the area we never heard 
of anything like that happening.  It was also unnerving because it happened 
outside a bagel shop where Gillian and I used to take our children. 

Although it affected me personally, it certainly wasn’t the worst thing in the news 
by a long shot.  The death toll in the Bahamas from Dorian now stands at fifty, with 
another one thousand people still missing.  And the month started with the news of 
the random shooting of seven people in Odessa, TX by a lone gunman. 

Many Americans will read about events like this, maybe sigh quietly, and turn to 
the sports section after pouring themselves another cup of coffee.  Much has been 
written about the fact that we Americans as a population may have reached the 
point where we are so constantly bombarded with stories like these that we have 
become emotionally numb to them.  We are so worn out by stories of human 
misery and tragedy that we have lost the capability for appropriately 
compassionate response. 

As Christians, our struggle to process what is going on in the world has another 
dimension.  For we face an age-old dilemma – reconciling our conception of a God 
who is all loving and all-powerful with the existence of evil and suffering in the 
world.  Why does God permit such terrible things to happen? Surely a God who is 
all-loving would end suffering if God had the power. 

If you scan the news sources and internet blogs after some of these tragedies, 
particularly the more-and-more frequent mass shootings, you can find all sorts of 
people weighing in on what it all means – questions of broader meaning: God’s 
presence, or lack of it, good and evil, sin and forgiveness.  It’s almost as if the 
sheer senselessness of tragic events somehow gives people permission to think 
cosmically about them.  It seems that they even feel they can engage in “God-talk” 
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with a freedom that they wouldn’t have if they were writing about politics, for 
example. 

Today, we read from the Old Testament story of Job.  It’s a story about senseless 
suffering.  The lectionary doesn’t go to the story of Job much, and I’d venture to 
guess that when you study your Bibles, you don’t go there much, either.  Much of 
the story of Job makes us uneasy, possibly because it asks the same kinds of 
questions –difficult ones, about our God and the nature of human suffering.  But 
then, the book of Job doesn’t really answer them.  And unanswered questions 
make us uneasy. 

Job was a man who was “blameless and upright; he feared God and shunned 
evil.” (Job 1:2)  Today we read about how Job was afflicted with horrible sores that 
covered his entire body.  In the first chapter, which we did not read this morning, 
Job had already lost his personal wealth, and all his sons and daughters had 
perished.  Now, many of us have come to think about Job as a model of patient 
endurance.  Nothing could be farther from the truth.  Job cries out “I loathe my life; 
therefore I will give free rein to my complaint, and speak out in the bitterness of my 
soul.” (Job 10:1).  Later, he screams, “My spirit is broken, my days are cut short, 
the grave is ready for me” (Job 17:1). Job sits among the ashes, waiting for death 
to take him.  The book of Job is about many things, but patience is not one of 
them. Job is a story about coping with incomprehensible suffering.  It is most 
incomprehensible because it seems pointless. That makes us uneasy, too, as it 
should. 

You may remember an event thirteen years ago in an Amish schoolhouse in the 
town of Nicklemines, Pennsylvania.  An armed man entered the school, ordered all 
the boys and the pregnant teacher to leave, and shot ten young girls “execution-
style” before taking his own life.  You may also remember that a raft of 
theologically-focused articles attempting to explain this inexplicable event followed 
it, perhaps inspired by the fact that the Amish are a religious community.  In one I 
read, a local woman talked about how the Amish people were kind, God-fearing 
people.  Where have we heard these words before?  We just heard them read as 
a description of Job.  Strangely, the Bible says that Job “shunned evil,” words that 
would seem perfectly at home in the Amish lexicon.  How, this woman wondered, 
could these fine people possibly deserve what had happened to them?  She asks 
a profound question:  Did the Amish deserve to suffer?  Did Job? Does anyone 
deserve to suffer?   

Job makes the very same observation, doesn’t he?  His wife asks him, “Are you 
still holding on to your integrity? Curse God, and die!” Job replies simply, “Shall we 
accept good from God, and not trouble?”  (Job 2:9-10)  Job’s point is really that 
neither good nor bad things happen to us because we somehow deserve them.  
This, I believe.  But we get limited comfort from that, because Job’s particular 
choice of words implies a more troubling question.  He asks his wife if we should 
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not accept trouble from God.  Is Job saying that it is God who sends us trouble, for 
God’s own reasons?   

Following a 2018 shooting rampage in Cincinnati where four people were gunned 
down, a local religious leader was quoted in an online article.  He said of the 
tragedy, "Cincinnati is a mission field with one million people not claimed by any 
religious organization.  When we hear of tragedies like the shooting today, I 
believe beyond the shared grief and need for ministry to affected families, the Lord 
uses horrific events like this to spur us onward as intentional disciple-makers.”1  
To be fair, this statement is subject to interpretation.  I can’t ask him, so I can just 
wonder if he really meant to say what it sounds like – that God’s plan includes 
creating horrifying events so that we have an opportunity to grow our 
congregations in their aftermath. 

It might be comforting for us to see a higher plan in senseless tragedies like the 
one at Nicklemines, or the stabbing death of a high school student, or in Odessa 
TX, or Sandy Hook, or Dayton OH, or the Tree of Life Synagogue, or any of a 
dozen others that are etched in our memories.  But there is nothing in these 
events that looks like the will of God to me. I cannot personally believe in a God 
who works through violent and untimely deaths of innocents, even if it is to 
promote the purest of good outcomes. 

Yet, we exist in God’s reality, not our own.  In God’s created order we are all free 
moral agents, able at any time to say “yes” or “no” to the good.  Obedience that is 
compelled is no obedience.  Love that is coerced is no love.  And for some reason 
that we will not understand in this life, the God who loved us into existence gave 
us our total freedom.  The cost of our freedom to act is a world where pointless evil 
and suffering can exist. 

Ultimately, as Christians, our attempts to explain “the problem of suffering” – an 
all-loving God who lets terrible things happen – will produce unsatisfactory 
answers.  The “free will” argument only goes so far in explaining man-made evil, 
and falls completely flat in the face of things like hurricanes.  Maybe we’re just 
being hopelessly naive even trying to reduce evil and suffering to some kind of 
intellectual problem.  Maybe we’re being hopelessly arrogant to believe ourselves 
capable of solving it.  Maybe that’s not what faithful people should be doing at all. 

C.S. Lewis looks at the question in a unique way, as he so often does, in his book 
The Problem of Pain.  He begins by saying that throughout history, the world has 
been a demonstrably inhospitable, dangerous, and even evil place.  Lewis asks 
how any rational being could attribute the existence of such a place to the work of 
a loving God.  His answer to his own question is that no one could – and 
throughout the history of our faith, no one has.  Lewis’ point is that our belief in an 
all compassionate God was never, nor could it be, a conclusion drawn from our 
experience of the world.  Rather, our belief in an all loving God is a conclusion 
drawn from our own first-hand experience of God in Jesus Christ.     
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If we look through the eyes of faith, we can see a God who loved us too much to 
prevent even the agonizing death of his own son on a cross.  Assured of God’s 
presence in the midst of his torment, even as he cried out, “My God, why have you 
forsaken me?” Jesus was able to understand his own suffering and death as a 
source of life for all of us.  

We’re called to see our suffering in the same light, as a means of grace whereby 
we receive the assurance of God’s presence, and are able to represent God’s 
presence to others in distress.  You see, the answer to the problem of suffering 
isn’t to be found in wallowing in the question of “why bad things happen to good 
people.”  It’s in drawing closer to God and closer to each other in our suffering. 
That’s what happened right here, in the terrible days following 9/11.  Didn’t you all 
experience it?  That’s what happened in the communities of Las Vegas, El Paso, 
Parkland FL, Columbine, Virginia Tech, Oklahoma City and Nicklemines, PA.  It’s 
what’s happening right now the Bahamas, and in a neighborhood in Oceanside, 
NY.  

Near the end of his novel, A Farewell to Arms, Ernest Hemingway wrote, "The 
world breaks everyone, and then some become strong in the broken places." We 
hang on. We place our faith in this God who knows reality and hears our protests. 
We become strong. And we look for others who are broken, and we love them.2 

And when that happens – when we face suffering in the way God intends us to, as 
a loving community – that is when we present our boldest witness to the 
inexhaustible love of God.  And that is when we see fear and pain give way to 
hope.  

 

1 Article in the Baptist Post by David Roach, posted on September 6, 2018 at 

http://www.bpnews.net/51559/cincinnati-shooting-spurs-baptists-to-bring-hope. 
2 James Howell. A sermon preached on Day 1 Radio, June 21, 2006. 

 
 

 


