Jeremiah and the Towers: Does God cause disaster?

 This article began life as a BWS blog post written for Pentocost + 16 C (September 2010).  It’s subsequently been ‘borrowed’ or quoted by colleagues who share my passion for making sense of Scripture for those of us who take the Bible seriously (but not literally). 
Today is September 10th ( the last day of Ramadan in the Islamic faith, the second day of Rosh Hashanah in the Jewish faith, and the eve of 9/11.  It’s also a week in which the news has been obsessed with the  benighted folly of a Gainsville pastor’s plan (now thankfully averted) to burn the sacred book of faithful Muslims.  

I mention all this because it’s this context that has coloured my reading of Jeremiah 4:11-2 and 22-28, which is the OT reading for this 16th week after Pentecost. 

“I looked on the earth, and see, 

it was waste and void, 

and the heavens they had no light…… 

I looked and there was no one at all, even the birds had fled…. 

the fruitful land was a desert…. and all its cities were laid in ruins.”

Do you notice that the language, vocabulary and even style of this passage is deliberately reminiscent of the language used in Genesis 1 to describe Creation.  It’s as if this passage is pointing to the ‘undoing’ of Creation.  If so, it’s stark, startling, frightening, even.

The images these words conjure up for me are of that day 9 years ago when the sky was filled with toxic smoke.  Where Jeremiah uses poetic, powerful language to create a word-picture, we don’t really need his help. We’ve seen it.  Those old enough to remember the Second World War need no help to picture devastation. Those who lived through Hurricane Katrina need no help, nor do the survivors of Pakistan’s floods.   A world wasted and void.

The really scary part is, that when we see these images of natural disaster or human-inflicted attrocious chaos,  these words of Jeremiah continue to a heart-chilling conclusion.  This devastation will happen, then, now, and no doubt again,  and God will do nothing to stop it. Jeremiah, as mouthpiece for God, gives two reasons.  First, “because the people are foolish, and skilled in doing evil.” Second, God’s response to the folly and evil of humanity is  one of judgment, “I have not relented, I will not turn back.”

When we look at wars and terrorist attacks, we might be prepared acknowledge that Jeremiah/God has a valid point; humans are often “foolish and skilled in doing evil.”  But, with this consequent hard-hearted punitive vindictiveness of God we have a much harder time.  I for one recoil mightily when I hear  contemporary Christians  attribute  AIDS or hurricanes, or even terrorist attacks to the mighty hand of God as ‘punishment’ for various human evils and foolishness.  It’s obscene to believe for an instant that global AIDS is a God’s punishment for homosexuality,  or that 9/11 was God’s way of condemning the consumerism of America, while at the same time provoking a Christian Jihad against this ‘religion of the Devil’ as Gainsville pastor Jones characterized Islam earlier this week.  But these  “obscenities”   as I call them, are founded upon literal readings of Biblical texts like this one.   It is really very hard as a liberal or ‘progressive’ Christian to find anything to say to counter this age-old tendency within our Judeo-Christian tradition to attribute disaster to the judgmental hand of God, even when this judgment annihilates the innocent caught up in the slipstream of God’s wrath.

How do we counter this too-quick rush to render all of life’s chaos and suffering as somehow God’s punishment for someone’s sins somewhere? It is possible to propose a Biblically grounded countertestimony than the one offered “all Bible believing Christians” this week by pastor Terry Jones?  We have to try.  Here are a number of proposals that take the Bible seriously, but not literally.

a) Passages that explain disaster in relation to God’s judgment are frequent in Scripture (but they are not the only option in Scripture). They represent a human attempt to make sense of chaos, while leaving God Almighty in charge.  It is an option that has been repeated frequently throughout Christian history. It has tended to promote ‘just war’ and a highly moralized religion at its best, and at its worst a ‘crass supernaturalism’ (Brueggemann’s words).

b) Also found in Scripture are passages which suggest that God’s action in creation is an ongoing (and not yet complete) battle with recurrent chaos, which manifests itself not only in natural disaster but in human folly and evil. The story of Jesus’ murder contains elements of this perspective.  The problem with this for some Christian is that God is not so Almighty. There are limits to God’s power to make good win.

c)A third Biblical alternative, found supremely in Job, is that despite our attempts to account for chaos and evil experience in terms of (a) or (b), God’s relationship to chaos and order is a mystery beyond human comprehension. Scripture is a witness then to a failed attempt to explain these mysteries.  While this is where many ‘liberal -minded’ Christians find themselves, they/we acknowledge that the shrug-shouldered “Only God knows” is a hard ‘faith-stance’ to maintain.

d)A fourth  perspective is to read more. Instead of focussing only on the narratives that cause trouble, this proposal sees Scripture as a whole,  as both ‘testimony and counter-testimony’ . Where failure and sin is found in one text, grace and forgiveness are found elsewhere – often in the same book. This is the case with Jeremiah. While Jeremiah’s early chapters focus on ‘trouble in the world’ – these chapters are ‘counter-balanced’ by a testimony to God’s ultimately overarching desire and capacity to make things ‘work out well’. For every instance of chaos, there is order, for every curse, a blessing.  The result is a Biblical perspective which has a place in it for the good, the bad, the ugly, for grace and judgment, for mercy and lovingkindness in response and inspite of instances of ugliness.

There is not one Biblical perspective on God’s relationship to evil, or devastation of human or natural causes.  Scriptures like this one make us work hard, and they do not lead to easy answers, much less trite ones.  The challenge for us then is to live as if these questions and struggles matter.    And they absolutely do.  Liberal Progressive Christians need to learn to speak “Bible” in a way that is intelligent, justice-seeking and life-giving.

Back in 1960,  a Southern US Seminary took a radical stand against  racial segregation – which given their context in the Deep South, caused them no end of grief and threat from Christians who believed Scripture (read literally) condoned segregation of the descendents of slaves.  Over the years, they have revised their mission statement to make clear that “As Christians” they will “confront homophobia”, “oppose racism, ethnocentrism… and sexism” that remains “widespread in our Society. In the years following 9/11,  watching with alarm the swing to an ethnophobic society in the US, they have added another commitment to their Mission Statement: to teach Christian theology that is ”open to and respectful of ” the reality of religious pluralism.”  As one faculty member elaborates “We are trying to be a place that fosters true ’social justice’ in our students, helping them to develop a strong  progressive religious voice in a culture in which most religious leaders are singing in a very different key.”  (Vicki Matson, Vanderbilt Divinity School).   Amen to that!  Me too.

