FROM THE PASTOR: May 2, 2010


I baptized a baby boy this morning.  My day began when the beeper went off at 6:45 a.m.  and I was informed that little Francis Jacob (not his real name) was on his way into the world – too soon, alas, for him to be able to survive outside the womb, even in an incubator.  His parents were exhausted after a long night of labor; and of course, they were grief stricken.  Clinging to their faith, they seem to have found some comfort in seeing Francis baptized during his all-too-brief but still precious life.  (By the way, I defy the doubters and questioners to see what I saw and to imagine calling him anything other than what he was – a baby.  At 22 weeks after conception, he was fully formed in every detail and beautiful, as every newborn baby is beautiful…)

The other evening, the beeper went off at 11:30 p.m.  That time, it was for Melanie (also not the real name).  Really, it was for her parents and sister.  They had gotten the call when 35-year old Melanie was brought into the E.R. after having overdosed on prescription drugs. She lives in Philadelphia; but her family had to drive from an hour away in Delaware.  They were surprisingly calm.  “This is not the first time, Father.  She’s been struggling with drugs since she was 15; but she just can’t seem to stay clean.  We’ve made quite a tour of the E.R.s and the rehabs in this area over the years.  Anyway, we’re not sure how many more of these episodes Mel’s body can take; so we wanted her to have the last rites, just in case this time is her last.”  I prayed with the family, and administered the Sacrament of the Sick to their unconscious child.

What does one say in these tragic situations?  Well, I know what I don’t say.  I never say, “Everything happens for a reason.”  I never say, “We have to accept it as God’s will.”  I never say, “God must have wanted your child to be with Him in heaven.”  I do give people “permission” to grieve, and also to be angry at God.  I assure them that angry prayer is better than turning their back on God; and I remind them that God, being infinite and all-powerful, can withstand and absorb the depths of our anger…  I remain grateful for the wisdom of Ann Finkbeiner’s book, “After the Death of Child,” from which I learned that the pain of losing a child never fully goes away for a parent, whether the child dies as a newborn or at 35 years of age.  But I also learned from that book that some surviving parents do find the will to go forward and to live their lives, provided that they can find something else to live for – often rearing and caring for their other children.  


Parents losing children is just one specific example of the many bad things that sometimes happen to good people.  The conundrum of why God “allows” this has been one of the greatest obstacles and challenges to religious faith over the centuries.  My own thinking on this mystery has been largely shaped by two books: Rabbi Harold Kushner’s “When Bad Things Happen to Good People,” and Richard Hauser’s “Finding God in Troubled Times.”  


Kushner – who wrote his book to process his own grief when he lost a young son to the rare aging disease, progeria – presents three statements and argues that one of them must, necessarily, be untrue: God is all-good.  God is all-powerful.  And very bad things do often happen to very good people.  When  personally confronted with this mystery, many people question their own goodness (“Maybe God is punishing me…”); or else they attempt to convince themselves that their circumstances are not really “bad” (see above – “Everything happens for a reason,” or “God must have wanted his own little angel”).  Others doubt God’s goodness (“He must not care…”).  Kushner, for himself, prefers to rethink what it means for God to be “all-powerful.”  He concludes that it is not quite “kosher” for God constantly to intervene, having set up the laws of nature, and having given human beings freedom.  Thus, there are things that God “can’t” do, even though he has the power to do them.

As to the question of where God is to be found when good, innocent people suffer, Kushner’s conclusion is similar to Hauser’s.  (Fr. Hauser, a Jesuit who teaches theology at Creighton, wrote his book to deal with his own grief and that of his students after several undergrads lost their lives in a terrible car accident.)  God is with those who grieve, and God is with the innocent victims.  (Doesn’t the crucifix tell us that?)  


I agree with Fr. Hauser that the “meaning” approach – asking “Why?” – can lead only to further frustration, confusion, anger and pain.  Even God can only say to Job, “I am God, and you are not.  I really can’t explain this to you.  You just have to trust me.”  And that leads to what Fr. Hauser calls the “support” approach – that is, clinging to the belief that God will never abandon us or leave us alone in our suffering.  As I said when I preached on September 11, 2001, “The only thing I can imagine worse than going through this day as a person of faith would be going through this day without any faith.”  When suffering seems to make no sense, we can only cling fast to God’s promise: “I will never forsake you or abandon you” (Hebrews 13:5).
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