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It’s three in the morning and the phone rings. It’s not a red phone and it’s not in the White House. It’s your house. You answer. It’s not an international emergency: it’s an intrapersonal nightmare.  A stranger identifies you, says your child has been in an accident.  You get to the hospital.  You discover your only role there is to identify the body—not approve medical procedures.  Where is God?

You’re sixty-five. You’ve worked all your life, raised your children, and now you and your spouse can enjoy the golden years.  A few months after retirement, following some medical tests related to a nagging cough, you get a diagnosis of terminal lung cancer. The sun quickly sets on your golden years.  Where is God?
You come from a large family, and you have a great father with whom you have a special relationship.  So special in fact, that your siblings are filled with jealousy.  They devise and execute a plan to sell you away to a foreign country and tell the father you’re dead. You experience a foreign prison. You overcome this and become a prominent citizen.  You are eventually reunited with your brothers and father. Where was God?  You proclaim God was behind all of it, directing a course of events for your good as well as the good of your brothers and father.  

Joseph’s story can be read as a story of amazing faith in God’s providence.  Predestination has to do with salvation.  Providence is about all the ordinary—tragic and joyous—events in our lives.  For Joseph, God’s providence was and is at work in all of it.  You may think you are doing something for one reason, but God is directing things for God’s own reasons.  
Read in this way, what does this story of Joseph say to those in the first two scenarios I described?  Read in this way, it says we may not understand all the reasons right now, but someday we will.  God is at work directing the drunk driver to get drunk and at just the right time smash into your child.  Yes, it’s awful, but “God will not give you more than you can bear.” 
 Be patient, the beauty of God’s plan will unfold someday: God causes good to arise out of evil. “Everything happens for a reason.” “The Lord gives, the Lord takes away: blessed is the name of the Lord.”

This way of reading the story has given comfort to many would-be Josephs.
   
However, Randy and Vicky, from my first church, did not find comfort in such a reading in the weeks and years after they got that three a.m. phone call about their son, Eric.

My father-in-law did not find comfort in such a reading after his terminal lung cancer diagnosis at the age of sixty-five. 

I do not find comfort in such a reading.  I do not find comfort in thinking that God had a reason for the bullet that shattered my bedroom window when I was eight years old, a bullet that missed my body but penetrated my psyche. Or that God had a reason for directing the family drunkenness and mental illness that led to such a chaotic and violent environment. 

So, if you find comfort in such a reading, be patient with me, but I have been motivated to seek other readings because of others I have known, including many of you in this congregation, as well as by my own life story.

Are there any other ways of reading the story?  I am aware of three other ways.

First, this is an ancient, religious story that reveals an ancient, religious mindset, and it has no relevance to us today.  “People back then” did believe God or the gods controlled and determined things, but we have evolved to more enlightened thinking.  Bad things happen because people make bad choices (drunk driver) or because science has not yet found a cure for all our diseases (cancer).  The aim of human life is not to look for supernatural reasons behind such things, but to foster compassion and science as humanity continues to progress. 
Secondly, the story can be read as a unique part of salvation history wherein providence in ordinary life events was necessary for Joseph, the nation of Israel, et al, in order to make possible the unique story of salvation that finds its fulfillment in Jesus of Nazareth.  God directed human events that were essential to bring about the stories of the Bible/salvation history, but God does not intervene in such ways in our ordinary lives. We cannot assume God deals with us the same way he dealt with Joseph, Moses, King David, the apostle Paul, etc. 
Thirdly, and the way I prefer, as Christians we must read the Bible, including the story of Joseph, Christo-centrically or with Jesus-colored glasses.  What would this look like?  Yes, if we read the story of Joseph isolated from Jesus, we get an ancient religious mindset of a God who is behind all events.  And we read such a story with our own modern perspectives and the questions that naturally arise at this ancient-modern intersection: Is this still true? Does God direct all the events in my life?  What about the bad stuff?  Our current modern age is a mixture of the age of individualism, the personal, the memoir and the scientific and philosophical.  And when we ask these modern questions of the ancient story we are propelled into a labyrinth of questions that are unsolvable: Why do bad things happen to good people?  If God is good and all-powerful, then why does evil exist?  If God is all-powerful, can God make a rock too large for God to lift?  
To read the ancient story with Christ-colored glasses is to give pre-eminence to Jesus rather than our own questions.  It is to allow the Bible to drive us to Jesus rather to our own modern ideas/questions.  What would this look like?

First, when we look at Jesus we find a God who is for us not against us—Immanuel, God with us.  First and foremost, in life and in death, the beginning of the good news in Jesus is Immanuel, God with us!  Behind much of the anxiety of all other approaches to reading the story of Joseph are questions having ultimately to do with God’s disposition toward us: is God for us or against us? And if God is for me now, what if I do this or that? Will God’s disposition toward me change?  At the very beginning of the gospel, the good news of this Jesus, the Word made flesh, is this word, “Immanuel, God with us!”
Second, in relation to the story of Joseph and the modern questions raised, when we look at Jesus, the Word made flesh, God with us, we are confronted with a God who is with humanity in Jesus even in suffering and death, not a God who is “causing” the suffering and death.  Immanuel is not “god who causes all things,” rather, more personally, more profoundly, and more simply, God with us in all things.  The God of “First Cause,” the God who as first cause causes everything to happen, is the god of philosophers, not the God we meet in Jesus.  The God we meet in Jesus is not a god of cause and effect, or the grand-master puppeteer.  Such a god appears with a difficult face in light of personal tragedies; but, more important, such a god appears demonic in light of a Jewish Holocaust or Rwandan or Sudanese genocide.  
    Even apart from what we meet in Jesus, such a God of cause and effect is the result of a Newtonian worldview on time and causation, a worldview that has been shattered.
 Newton’s laws of causation forces cause objects to move in predictable patterns.  The theory of relativity, developed and popularized by Albert Einstein, “put an end to the idea of absolute time”.  Quantum mechanics, developed and popularized by Werner Heisenberg, destroyed the predictability of cause and effect by means of the uncertainty principle.


The theory of relativity has given our understanding of time a thorough re-interpretation.  For instance, the time dilation effect of highly sensitive atomic clocks implies that time is not absolute. Time is relative to each particular consciousness.  One cannot, for instance, synchronize watches absolutely.  Past, present and future are aspects of one’s consciousness.  One person’s past is another person’s future.  Furthermore, time is not a separate entity from space but is rather combined with it forming what is called space-time.  Therefore, time is not a mere measurement locating someone on a time-line, but rather a dynamic part of reality itself. Like his concept of time, Newton’s concept of causation has undergone attack by modern physics.  Newton’s laws implied the absolute predictability of effects based on knowledge of the causes. The developments in quantum mechanics have now destroyed this predictability.  For instance, one cannot simultaneously measure the location and the speed of a particle (Heisenberg).  Rather, physicists must use probability to describe natural processes.  This is known as the uncertainty principle.  There remains the chance connection between events, so a rigid concept of cause and effect cannot persist. In light of the uncertainty principle, physicists have had to renounce traditional Newtonian causality as a category of observation.


Furthermore, chaos theory points out that when complex systems interact there are too many unknown causes at work for one to speak in terms other than probability.  Also, quantum mechanics affirms the notion that the observer plays a significant role in observed reality.  Therefore, causes are not known absolutely since the act of observing itself becomes a sort of undefined “cause.”    This does not mean that our human minds control things in away that some have supposed God controls things, and this is idea of our human minds creating reality is at the heart of the popular docu-drama, What the Bleep Do we Know.  Along with the revolutions in our concept of time, the traditional understanding of causation has been replaced with the principles of uncertainty.
In Jesus we find the kind of God who actively confronts and overcomes death, disease, and injustice not by controlling events by means of greater external power; rather we find a God who confronts and overcomes these things by subjecting himself to them.  Yes, indeed, Providence is about all the ordinary events of our lives, tragic and joyous (and mundane). But read from Jesus, Providence is not about divine control, but about divine participation; not about cause and effect, but about a Presence in and through all things—a Presence fully realized in Jesus and being actualized in the world by the Spirit, who is drawing “all things to God.”  

Only in this light can I confidently and joyously proclaim with the Apostle Paul: “I am convinced that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor rulers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor powers, nor height, nor depth, nor anything else in all creation, will be able to separate us from the love of God in Christ Jesus our Lord.”  Amen.
“Prayer: One Man’s Perspective”

Philippians 4

August 24, 2008

“During the television coverage of the Olympics, the Temple of Heaven just outside Beijing was often been featured. In ancient China, the Emperor of China was regarded as the Son of Heaven, who administered earthly matters on behalf of, and representing, heavenly authority. To be seen to be showing respect to the source of his authority, in the form of sacrifices to heaven, was extremely important. The temple was built for these ceremonies, mostly comprising prayers for good harvests.

Twice a year the Emperor and all his retinue would move from the Forbidden City through Beijing to encamp within the complex, wearing special robes and abstaining from eating meat. No ordinary Chinese was allowed to view this procession or the following ceremony. In the temple complex the Emperor would personally pray to Heaven for good harvests. The highpoint of the ceremony at the winter solstice was performed by the Emperor on the Earthly Mount. The ceremony had to be perfectly completed; it was widely held that the smallest of mistakes would constitute a bad omen for the whole nation in the coming year.

This view of prayer as a means to getting what we want is the typical view of prayer, whether in Chinese, Jewish, Islamic, or Christian history and culture.  It has appeared to me over the years that Christians tend to think they are not superstitious like other religions.  Let me define superstitious.  By superstitious I mean thinking/believing that God will or will not do something depending on what we ask/say/do or don’t do. This is my definition of superstitious.  Webster’s defines superstition as an “irrational belief in or ominous significance of a particular thing (prayer?), circumstance, or occurrence.”  Where my definition differs most is the absence of the adjective “irrational.”  All human acts are on a spectrum between “rationality” and “irrationality,” so I see no need to definitively qualify superstition as either irrational or rational.

The typical view of Christian prayer, however, is “rational” because it is based on a rational understanding of the biblical texts.  From Moses interceding on behalf of the rebellious Israelites (where God changes His mind and decides not to annihilate the Israelites because Moses prays for them), to Jesus’ words, “Ask and it shall given you; seek and ye shall find; knock and it shall be opened unto you,” to countless stories of people whose prayers are granted, the typical Christian view of prayer is quite biblical and quite rational.  Many places in the Bible remind us that the prayers of a righteous person availeth much, but the prayers of the wicked are not heard. If you’re a Roman Catholic and get sick you not only pray to Jesus and God to make you better, but also to Mary and perhaps St. Jude.  If you’re a Protestant, you pray to God and Jesus, but in either case prayer is viewed in the same manner. I would, however, again point out that this ancient and modern view of prayer is not only the same among the average Roman Catholic and Protestant, it is no different from that of the typical Muslim, Jew, Hindu, or even the non-religious person.  

Even the words of the apostle Paul in his letter to the church at Philippi endorse and encourage such a view of prayer: “Do not worry about anything, but in everything by prayer and supplication with thanksgiving let your requests be made known to God.”  If you read such words and meditate on them and they strengthen and help you, then God be praised. Keep reading, keep meditating, and keep praying.

However, for me, this view of prayer gives rise to more concern than it does consolation. What about the requests made known to God that goes unheeded?  The typical reply is that God answered the prayer, just not in the way we had imagined or asked. Or, we are always to make our requests known, as Jesus did in the garden of Gethsemane when asked that the cup of suffering be taken away, but always end our prayers as Jesus did, “nevertheless, not my will but thine be done.”  So we are encouraged to ask and pray, but like children, we can’t always get what we want.

Like children…many psychiatrists and psychologists, Christian, Jewish, and non-religious, have pointed out that religion in all its varieties more often encourages and supports immaturity rather than maturity.  Religion, it is said, keeps people childish, dependent, rather than strong and independent and this is why in part there is so much conflict in religion in general and in particular places of worship: we’re children arguing over the toys, competing for attention, and those who are the least happy with the eternal parent are the most likely to squabble with the siblings around them.

During my recent time off, we spent a few days with my wife’s cousin in Long Island.  We went to the beach at Smith Point.  We set up our chairs and umbrellas and the children were soon digging and playing at the water’s edge.  After some adult conversation among the three of us, Cathy and her cousin went to the water’s edge with the children and I was left alone.  We had gotten there early and had a nice quiet spot. The rhythmic sound of waves splashing onto the beach and then being pulled back to sea is always a renewing thing for me…and the peace of God that surpasses all understanding began to seep again into my soul.

I had only enjoyed the quietness a few moments before a couple of families set up their stuff behind me.  There were several adults and several children, and the two mothers were loud-talkers. Not only were they loud, they were negative: “so and so is too pretentious, who does she think she is, and I have to do all the work around the house because John thinks he has to play golf on Saturdays after I’ve been alone with the kids all week, etc.”

Before long I was pulled into a sea of negativity, sitting there thinking badly of these two women, focused on calling down lightening bolts on their heads.    

 And before long I was encircled in a sea of other people who had come to enjoy the beauty of the beach, some of whom, like me, really should not be walking around without a shirt on.  But I digress. The point I wish to make is the noise outside and around me, and not just the noise, the sheer number of visible distractions good and bad, took me away from hearing, experiencing the ocean itself. I was only faintly aware that the ocean was still there, yet it had not gone away, it had not changed.

When that thought occurred to me—that the ocean was still there—I made a conscious choice to close my eyes, focus on its sounds, and ignore, as far as possible, everything else.  Perhaps prayer is more like that: the training of our bodies, minds, and souls to focus on and see what God is doing, where God is, and being drawn into the ebb and flow of God’s being, rather than trying to get God to do something God would not do otherwise. Taking responsibility (a sign of psychological maturity) to embrace the “is” as is rather than hoping/complaining that it isn’t what it “ought to be.”   Perhaps the ocean is the ocean, and it is there. God is God and God is there, and here, and everywhere, in the noise and the quiet, in life and in death, in the here and now and in the hereafter. I don’t know. That’s just one man’s perspective.

� I Corinthians 10:13 concerns spiritual temptations not events like accidents, illness,  family troubles, etc. 


� This is in fact the pre-dominant view in Christianity.


� Looking at Scripture through Jesus is primary, but the following  are  secondary, supporting ideas.  





