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I have called this sermon “A Short Discussion of Theodicy”. “Oh dear”, I hear you say. It’s
always bad news when a preacher starts with an impenetrable theological term. So, let’s start.
“Theodicy” is an attempt to justify the ways of God. Specifically, why does God permit evil??

Perhaps you noticed the difference between the first and second readings this morning. The
first reading is full of joy and promise. God seems to say, “Behave yourselves, do what I say
and all will be OK.” We should note, however, that the very next word after our reading ends
is “But”. Then follows a list completely reversing all the things just enumerated. These curses
follow if the people do not obey. The list of curses is far more extensive than the list of
blessings, the blessings last for the 14 verses we heard; the curses last for the next 54 verses.’
We could be forgiven for thinking that God is more vindictive than generous. The matter is
well summarised in Deuteronomy 30:15:

See, I have set before you today life and prosperity, death and adversity.

Our second reading is, overall, an example of the death and adversity. Paul has arrived in Rome.
Although allowed to live in lodgings at his own expense, he was still confined by a chain. This
went on for two years. The Acts of the Apostles does not say, but, at the end of those years,
possibly in the persecution of Emperor Nero following the Great Fire of Rome in 64 CE, for
which Nero scapegoated the Christians, Paul was executed.* Paul has been a good follower of
the Jewish law and boasted of it.> Although he did not require Gentiles to observe that law,
there is no reason to believe that he stopped his own observance. Why is all this happening to
him?

Our first reading provides a form of answer. God oversees everything and directs what happens
in the world. Specifically, God rewards good behaviour and punishes the bad. In addition, at
least for the Hebrew people, God has set out what constitutes good behaviour, giving offenders
no excuse. This may provide a quick answer to Paul’s problem: becoming a follower of Christ
was wrong and he is punished by God. Of course, we would not accept that; surely Paul has
chosen the better path. But already the argument is beginning to fall apart, and the evil of
antisemitism is just around the corner. It is, and has been, a small step from accepting that
argument to condemning the Jews and their law. It is now all their fault. Believing that God
controls everything, rewarding and punishing, makes blaming the victim an easy matter. In any
case, such a so-called victim may be no more than the object of inherent prejudice against the
“other”.

Essentially, this is the problem that the book Job seeks to answer. That book begins and ends
with the two halves of a fictitious story in which the good man, Job, is first destroyed and then
restored. In between the destruction and the restoration, Job’s friends provide him with various
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answers about what had happened to him. All those answers blame Job, who strongly holds his
ground. He knows himself.

In the end, Job discovers that there is no answer to the problem that he poses. We do not know
why bad things happen to good people, any more than we know why the evil prosper. The
Psalms complain about this constantly, although they hope that such prosperity will be
temporary. God’s justice will ultimately prevail.

The commentary in the New Oxford Annotated NRSV Bible says that Job realises that ultimate
justice is incomprehensible, like the universe itself. “Justice is not a principle or value to which
God is subject”. This comment brings us to the point of this short discussion of theodicy: our
concept of God. We seem always to treat God as an object within our world, to be judged as
we judge. That is why I never engage in discussions seeking to prove the existence of God.
There is no such proof. And, in most cases, I would be arguing for a concept of God that I don’t
believe in.

In the long run, it comes down to how we imagine our relationship with God. In an interview
with his biographer, Rupert Shortt, Rowan Williams commented on bad things. He said:

WILLIAMS: Relation with God takes time. Just as in human love you can’t rush it, just as in
the learning of a language you can’t rush it, so this is the kind of thing that just ineluctably takes
time. Why does God create at all, and why, if this is the best of all possible worlds, isn’t it
better? Ultimately the only answer is that if it’s part of the very essence of being creation that
it takes time and that it’s subject to change and to some extent to conflict, then you’re always
in a sense looking at possible creations, you’re always looking at a choice of imperfections.

... I may look back on an experience of enormous trauma and say, “Well, out of that came some
understanding for which I thank God”. What I can’t bring myself to say is that, so to speak, it
was all OK. I can’t quite cope with the idea that somebody else’s suffering was planned for a
good purpose.

SHORTT: But you believe that creation is ultimately a good thing.

WILLIAMS: I believe that creation is a good thing because of that long term purpose which
is the sharing of fellowship with God, the gift of the divine life and the divine nature to
creatures. But to say that creation is good overall, I think, can’t commit us to adding, “And
everything that happens must be for the best”. Not only is that often not true; even when we
can make the best of a bad situation, that doesn’t mean it had to happen or that it was good that
it happened. ... I think [that] the Christian looking back over a life containing suffering and
tragedy and trauma can say that it has all been drawn together by grace, rather than that it’s all
vindicated or justified.¢

If this short discussion of theodicy doesn’t answer the question, and if, according to Job, there
is no answer, perhaps poetry is a better way. Malcolm Guite reflects on the spear that pierced
the side of Jesus at his crucifixion:

Malcolm Guite: Christ’s Side-piercing Spear

For all the while I hurl my hurts at heaven,
Believing I besiege the battlement
Of God’s invulnerable heart and haven,
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I strike at emptiness, at my own bafflement,

I shake my fist in fury at a shadow.

For he is not like us nor are his ways

Like ours. He left that heaven’s haven long ago
And broke our siege. A voice behind me says:
Why do you weep and rage at heaven above?

I have come down to die here in the dirt,

Your wounds have wounded me, for I am Love
And in my heart I hold your deepest hurt.

Oh turn around, return, and face me here

Your slightest prayer will pierce me like a spear.’

" Malcolm Guite, After Prayer: New sonnets and other poems, Norwich, Canterbury Press, 2019, Poem 10
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