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Lent has begun, and over the next several weeks we’re going to look at some hard questions. You won’t get much sweetness and light in these sermons. I apologize ahead of time. We’ll address some heavy topics – all of which, we hope, will prepare us for the cross that waits at the end of the season.

We begin with evil.

It doesn’t take long for the Bible to get to the question of evil. We’ve only to wait until the sixth day of Creation. It’s no accident of biblical storytelling that evil doesn’t enter the picture until we get there. In fact, that may be the most salient take-away from the Genesis account of Creation: evil doesn’t show up until we do. 

Lesson number one about evil: some say that human beings can be defined by our capacity for good; Genesis proposes that we’re best defined by our capacity for evil. That each one of us is capable of evil should give us a good dose of humility – and allow us, among other things, to follow Jesus when he tells us to love our enemy, because our enemy – the one we so easily characterize as evil – is not that different from us. 

Let’s not blame it all on Eve, though, like Adam tries to do. We’ve had enough of that over the centuries. The female of the species is no more guilty than the other half.  And it’s not the snake’s fault, either. What happens in the Garden is not meant to teach us about the relative morality of women and men or humans and creatures, but, rather, to point out a few things about humankind and evil.

Notice, for instance, that eating the apple itself is not the problem. It’s rebellion against God that is. Evil starts when our obedience to God stops. Genesis teaches that human freedom makes evil possible. In the wisdom of God we have the opportunity and the responsibility to exercise our freedom wisely and in ways that reflect God’s love and justice. 

We learn in the Creation story that we don’t always use our freedom well. Poet John Keats offers a lighter look at the rebellious moment in the Garden. He writes, 


There’s a sigh for yes and a sigh for no,



And a sigh for I can’t bear it!


O what can be done, shall we stay or run?



O cut the sweet apple and share it!


(Sharing Eve’s Apple)

C. S. Lewis famously viewed human life as basically a grand contest between good and evil. In his way of seeing things, humankind is fighting a losing battle for its own soul, until God establishes a beachhead on earth in the coming of Jesus and the church. The gospels are akin to radio dispatches from the front. Lewis works this out in his novels – in the Narnia series, for instance, Edmund, one of the boys in the story, slowly becomes a traitor as he gives in to evil impulses, and the battle for good slowly loses, in his case. The point, according to Lewis, is that life consists of a great moral struggle. Even if taken in small measures, we’re free to choose in one direction or the other – and we seem determined to lean toward rebellion.

To a certain degree the scene in the Garden bears out this point of view: standing there at the tree of the knowledge of good and evil, both man and woman know that to eat of its fruit is forbidden. Still, they freely choose to disobey, with a little coaxing from the serpent. They eat, and evil is set loose into the biblical narrative. Within a few verses of the departure from the Garden the first murder happens when Cain kills his brother Abel. The rest of the story follows the human struggle to resist the temptation that is ever before us. 

The difficulty with this rather dualistic view of human morality is that it assumes our capacity to distinguish between good and evil. Sometimes life is like that – but, generally, there’s much more nuance. Things in the moral sphere tend to come at us in shades of grey, not black and white – except, perhaps, in retrospect.

Two months ago our Westminster travel group visited Yad Vashem, the Holocaust Memorial in Jerusalem. Surely the planned slaughter of six million Jews meets every possible criterion for unambiguous evil. Every time I visit the memorial – I’ve been three times – I find myself nearly crushed by the weight of the darkness in the story it tells. Never again, we vow, but on this last visit, as I viewed the exhibition telling about the lead-up to the Holocaust – the years before the war – I was struck by the thousands of little steps taken by many ordinary people that added up to the horror of genocide. 

Even our own nation, in hindsight, was complicit. Yad Vashem tells the story of the SS St. Louis, a ship that left Germany in 1939 with nearly 1000 Jews on board. The ship tried in vain to find a friendly port on this side of the Atlantic. Our government refused entry to the Jews on board, and the ship sailed back to Germany.  Many of its passengers died in the camps, making our government an unwitting participant in the massive evil that was the Holocaust. The decision to deny entry was made largely because of concerns around U.S. immigration levels, not out of support for Nazi ideology – but in retrospect our preoccupation with immigration politics kept us from seeing the greater moral issues at stake. Evil triumphed in that instance. 

In the same way, when genocide was unfolding in Rwanda in 1994 the U.S. had good reason not to intervene, based on the recent disastrous experience in Somalia. But as our government made what seemed like a prudent decision at the time in Washington, the massive killing went unchecked in the African nation, we later learned to our horror. 

Never again is harder than we think.

Some now are pressing for intervention in Libya; others caution against it. Arguments can be made in both directions. Such decisions are hardly ever morally unambiguous, from either a political or religious point of view. Often we only learn in hindsight of the malevolence we have permitted. 

The great 20th century Christian realist Reinhold Niebuhr wrote,

“We are responsible for making choices between greater and lesser evils, even when our Christian faith … makes it quite apparent that there is no pure good in history, and probably no pure evil either. The fate of civilizations may depend upon these choices between systems, of which some are more, others less, just.”

(http://being.publicradio.org/programs/niebuhr-rediscovered/lovin-hauerwas.shtml)

Evil exists, and sometimes we have no idea we’re condoning it until it’s too late. 

That’s what Adam and Eve teach us, standing there in the Garden, apple core in hand: we rarely make choices in the context of perfectly clear right and wrong. It was only an apple, after all. But it represents the heart of the problem for people of faith when it comes to evil: our freedom is not merely a matter of choosing between right and wrong; it has more to do with our wanting to be like God.  That’s why they eat the forbidden fruit, not because it’s right or wrong, but because they long for the knowledge that God has, they want to be like God. 

Lesson number two about evil: Human beings inevitably want to put themselves in the place of God, and that always results in wickedness of one sort or another.

We see the temptation to be like God in the 40 days Jesus spends in the wilderness. It’s the Garden of Eden all over again, only this time it takes place in the desert. And it’s not a snake, but someone whom the gospel writer calls the Satan. 

It’s important to keep the definite article with the word, as we find it in the biblical languages, both Hebrew and Greek. It indicates the role this character plays. He’s the tempter, the accuser, the personification of evil, the devil. We need not shy away from this use of language – unless we want to use it to explain away irresponsible behavior, as in “the devil made me do it.” We try too hard to avoid personifying evil, as modern, thinking people, when it might actually help us confront the realities around us. Speaking of “the Satan” helps us understand that the capacity for evil is found not only within us; it’s also external to us, in systems beyond our personal control. 

In the desert Jesus confronts not only his internal demons; he also fights against the evil structures that maintain dominance and oppression in the world. The devil invites him into those systems, to give him control and supremacy – to let him create his own right and wrong, to let him play God.  By resisting the temptation to lord it over others, Jesus rejects those very systems.

Let’s not miss the irony here: in the Garden, where Adam and Eve have all they need, they sell their souls for a mere bite of fruit. Isn’t that just like us: the more we have, the more we are tempted to try for more. In contrast, in the desert, where Jesus is starving, he refuses temptation even when he could feed himself by giving in to it. Just a little loaf of bread is all it would take. 

The one who is God refuses to pretend to be God, and chooses, instead, to suffer. See how differently freedom can be exercised?

Lesson number three about evil: it’s our problem, not God’s. As people of faith we might define evil as that which causes us to work against God’s intentions for us and for the world. A classic conundrum for Christians with regard to evil is why God permits it. It’s called theodicy. Theologian Shirley Guthrie defines it this way:

“Given the kind of world we really live in, must we not conclude that if there is a God at all, that God must be either loving and just but not powerful enough to do anything about it, or powerful but not loving and just enough to do anything about it? A God who is either willing to prevent evil but not able, or able but not willing – is that not our alternative if we believe in God at all?”

(Christian Doctrine [Louisville: Westminster/John Knox Press, 1994], p. 166)

No doubt there are thousands of people of faith in Japan today who are asking those very questions about the earthquake and tsunami. What kind of God would allow this to happen – to me, to my family, to my town, to my nation? People ask that in every disaster, whether large-scale or personal: Why didn’t God intervene? Where was the Almighty?

There’s no easy answer to that question. The forces of nature, whether in the body or deep within the earth or its atmosphere, are sometimes stronger than the power of human beings. We are finite, after all. The ways of nature are determined by forces beyond our control – in fact, beyond the control of any outside source. God is not the great, overriding, heaven-bound Cause and Effect behind every storm or cancer cell or drought or miscarriage.

Remember, this is the God who goes to the cross to show solidarity with human suffering. Bad things happen to good people, including to God’s own son. God responds to the power of evil in the world by defeating it, ultimately. The cross, itself a tool of evil and death, becomes a sign of love and life. The God who creates the world, in the end, is also the God who redeems the world. 

In the meantime, we are the problem of evil, in that we refuse to let go of it. The Garden of Eden is a parable of human life. Apparently we cannot help ourselves; we continually give in to that which is evil in us and in the world. Our only hope is in the one who is Alpha and Omega, beginning and end, the light that shines in the darkness, the light that the darkness does not overcome.

Martin Luther’s great hymn, with which we conclude our worship today, sums up the hope that is ours in Jesus Christ, in the face of the evil all around us:

And though this world with devils filled, 

should threaten to undo us, 

we will not fear, for God hath willed 

his truth to triumph through us.


The prince of darkness grim, 



We tremble not for him;


His rage we can endure, for lo! His doom is sure,



One little word shall fell him.

Thanks be to God.   

Amen.
Charge:
Go forth into the world in peace;

Be of good courage;

Hold fast to that which is good;

Render to no person evil for evil.

Strengthen the faint-hearted;

Support the weak;

Heal the afflicted.
Honor all people,

Love and serve the Lord,

Rejoicing in the power of the Spirit.

Benediction:

And now may the grace of our Lord Jesus Christ, the love of God and the communion of the Holy Spirit be with us and those whom God loves this whole world over.
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