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This year during Lent, Tim is taking his “good questions” series and offering sermons on hard questions on topics such as evil, sin, and suffering. For our Lenten midweek worship services, the Associates are preaching on those same good, hard questions the week following Tim’s sermon, but with a different text selection. In preparing for today’s service, I found myself asking some hard questions of my own. “Do I really have to preach a sermon on evil?” “Is there any way I can get out of this?!”


After further investigation I discovered that no, there was in fact no way to get out of this, thus here we are with a second sermon on evil in 4 days. In selecting a new text different from Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden and Jesus being tempted in the wilderness, I certainly had plenty to choose from. The Bible is chock-full of evil. Before we are barely 4 chapters into the Bible Cain kills his brother Abel, and from there stories of rape, abuse, slavery, betrayal, adultery, and natural disasters abound. There is certainly no shortage of the sense of evil in our world either. It seems as if evil has become synonymous with geographical locations: Tucson, New York City, Darfur and Sudan, Columbine, Libya, Oklahoma City, Egypt, Laramie, Wyoming. In the midst of writing this sermon a new place name for evil of the natural disaster variety emerged: Japan.


A recent search for the use of the word evil in the news brought up some of these locations, adding Wisconsin to the list, (in relation to troubles at the State Capitol), references to political parties, a release of a new Marvel Comic, and the suspension of 21 priests in Philadelphia. Karl Barth is famously quoted as saying that faithful preachers must keep the Bible in one hand and the newspaper in the other, but how do we live as disciples of Jesus Christ, when so much of the steadfast love and goodness we want to ascribe to God seems contrary to the reality of our world today as we read in the newspaper? How do we talk about evil and reconcile that a loving, merciful, and benevolent God is at work and attentive to our anguish and suffering? 


After scouring books and resources from my systematic theology days in seminary, I was comforted to read the following in the seminal textbook for theology students, Faith Seeking Understanding, by Daniel Migliore. “All our reflections on providence and evil remain broken and incomplete.”
 Dr. Migliore taught my first semester of systematic theology, so I was relieved to read that claim, knowing that I hadn’t slept through the day when all my classmates learned about God and evil in the world while I’ve been left searching for understanding these past years. Migliore goes on to say that, “What is certain is that the biblical witness is far less interested in speculation on the origin of evil than on the resistance to it in confidence of the superiority and ultimate victory of God’s love.”
 


Our psalm for today speaks to that victory of God’s love. Rather than having us reflect on a Biblical passage of strife, despair, or murder, Psalm 32 speaks to the psalmist’s physical and spiritual relief when he confessed his sin to the Lord and the Lord forgave him. Evil is sin at work in our world and in ourselves. Confession is turning away from that sin and turning back toward the power of God and God’s love for us.


This psalm is characterized as one of the lament psalms, distinguished by a focus on petitions or pleas for help that describe the psalmist’s distress, either physical or emotional, divine affliction or persecution rendered by others. These prayers, however, express the petitioner’s confidence or trust in God’s power and willingness to help. By offering up these cries for help in the face of hardship and pain, the psalmist acknowledges God’s loving and powerful presence in belief that God listens and responds. Our psalm for today is specifically a song of thanksgiving by this individual who has been forgiven by God. The psalmist describes the joy in receiving God’s forgiveness and the sense of personal disintegration before acknowledging sin to God. This is ultimately a song about life as the psalm ends with a public invitation to trust in God and join in the psalmist’s joy. But what does this psalm have to do with evil?

Poet Anne Weems offers this interpretation on the psalm
:

O God, explain to me/the cruelty of your world!/Make sense of those who make no sense!/Tell me why the innocent die,/and evil people live to kill again!/ Tell me why the faithful /are shunned,/and the self-righteous/point their fingers!/Tell my why the wounded/ are wounded,/and sorrow falls/on the shoulder of sorrow!/Tell me why the abused/are abused,/and the victims/victimized!/Tell me why the rains/come to the drowning,/and aftershocks/follow earthquakes./O God, is this any way/to run a world?/O Merciful One, let us rest/between tragedies!/Speak to us/for we are your people./Speak to us of hope/for the hopeless/and love for the unloved/and homes for the homeless/and dignity for the dying/and respect for the disdained./

Speak to us, O God,/of the Resurrected One!/Speak to us of hope,/for in spite of/the tidal wave of tears,/we remember your story/of new life!

Tell the world again,/ O God of creation!/Tell us that winter will fade,/and spring will wash us new,/and the world will green again,/and we will be new creations/in the garden of our God./Free us from these tentacles/ of sorrow,/and we will fall on our faces/and worship you,/O God of goodness,/O God of a new green world!

She moves us from a cry to God to explain the cruelty of the world, to (tell me why the faithful are shunned; tell me why the wounded are wounded), and then she changes to asking God to tell us and tell the world again that spring will return with hope and promise. Tell us that the “world will be green again and we will be new creations in the garden of our God.”  She takes us back to the Biblical origins of sin in the book of Genesis and expresses confident faith that the God of resurrection hope will speak and continue speaking. She ends with praise for God and God’s goodness. Weems reassures us that evil will not have final victory and that the God of creation will free us and wash us new.


Several years ago I read the book What is the What by Dave Eggers. It is characterized as a novel, but in reality it is the true story of Valentino Achak Deng, one of the thousands of Lost Boys forced to leave his village in Sudan at the age of 7 because of the 22 year Sudanese civil war. In Achak’s words he describes the book as “a soulful account of my life: from the time I was separated from my family in Marial Bai to the thirteen years I spent in Ethiopian and Kenyan refugee camps, to my encounter with vibrant Western cultures beginning in Atlanta, to the generosity and the challenges that I encountered elsewhere.”
 Throughout the course of the book we hear how Achak travels countless miles on foot through terrible terrain, pursued by militias, government bombers, and wild animals. Along with other boys barely of elementary school age, Achak crosses three countries to find freedom. There were times when I was reading the book my husband would come home to find me sobbing on the couch as Achak and the other Lost Boys were in another inconceivable situation, attempting a treacherous river crossing in crocodile-infested waters while being shot at by government airplanes overhead. “Why are you still reading that book?” Matt would ask me. “Because it is so good!” I would utter between tearful convulsions. The book opens not with Achak’s desperate escape from his village as he leaves his family and everything he knows behind, but rather it begins in Atlanta, Georgia when Achak, as a young adult, unknowingly opens his apartment door to two people who will rob him and tie him up. Having been through the most unimaginable of circumstances, cheating death as a mere child many times over, upon arriving to safety and security in America, he is the victim of a random act of violence.


Near the end of the book, having faced such evil in his homeland and in his adoptive homeland, Achak says, “My plans are a jumble for now, but I do know certain things that I will and will not do...I will not trust so easily...I will try to be fierce...I will not smile reflexively at every person I see. I will live as a child of God, and will forgive him each time he claims another of the people I love. I will forgive and attempt to understand his plans for me, and I will not pity myself.”


“Whatever I do, however I live, I will tell these stories...I speak to these people and I speak to you because I cannot help it. It gives me strength, almost unbelievable strength, to know that you are there. I covet your eyes, your ears, the collapsible space between us. How blessed are we to have each other? I am alive and you are alive so we must fill the air with our words. I will fill today, tomorrow, every day until I am taken back to God...All the while I know that you are there. How can I pretend that you do not exist? It would be almost as impossible as you pretending that I do not exist.”


In finishing this book I had one of those strange realizations that Valentino Achak Deng does not know me, he’s never met me, and he was not telling this story to my ears and eyes and heart only. Somehow reading his story, of his distant incomprehensible struggles and those of the hundreds of thousands of others, of evil layered on top of evil, and hearing him profess his faith and commitment again to a God of love and forgiveness, strengthened my own faith in God. If someone who has been through so much, seen the absolute worst side of humanity, could continue to live as a faithful child of God, then so can I as I wrestle with my understanding of evil.


Psalm 32 is a public testimony, a declaration of faith in God and God’s merciful forgiveness following a confession of evil, sinful ways. What is our public testimony in the face of vicious, nefarious people, institutions, and systems in our world? Why do we keep coming to church in the face of evil we see in community, in other lands, in ourselves? What does it mean that we pass by poverty, homelessness, injustice on our way to and from Westminster? Why do we continue to worship, baptize, break bread, and drink from the cup of salvation?

Daniel Migliore reminds us that, “the Spirit is at work whenever there are eruptions of new life, new community, and new hope in the midst of death, separation, and hopelessness…”

“Evil is not yet conquered. Nevertheless, faith holds to the promise of God ratified in the resurrection of the crucified,” (as Revelation tells us), ‘God will wipe away every tear from their eyes. Death will be no more; mourning and crying and pain will be no more.’ While the inauguration of the reign of God has happened ‘once for all’ in Jesus Christ, believers know that they must continue to watch, pray, and struggle for God’s new world in the company of all who are afflicted and cry for deliverance.”

That is why we keep coming to church in the midst of the evil we acknowledge inside and outside of ourselves. This is why we keep serving the Gospel and sharing the light and love of the good news in the midst of darkness and hatred, and that is our public testimony. God will free us from the tentacles of sorrow as we fall on our faces in worship of God, the God of goodness, of a new green world.
Thanks be to God,

Amen.
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