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WHEN BAD THINGS HAPPEN—March 30 

The Sunday after Easter, in the appointed lectionary of all the mainline churches, is 

dedicated to Jesus resurrection appearance to his disciples in the upper room, and the skepticism 

reflected in the one disciple who wasn’t there… Doubting Thomas.  It is a great story to talk 

about faith and evidence and proof and seeing is believing… a faith/science dialogue if you 

will… but for the past month, I have been in a sermon series where that’s all we have been 

talking about…  

So this morning I am going to appeal to another tradition for the week after Easter.  An older 

tradition.  For centuries, in Catholic, Orthodox, and Protestant countries, The Sunday after Easter 

was observed as “Bright Sunday”.  After a long and dreary Lenten season, a somber Holy Week, 

Maundy Thursday and Good Friday… the people were ready to have some fun… laugh and 

celebrate the resurrection.  They would have parties and picnics.  The pastors and parishioners 

would play jokes on each other and drench each other with water, they would sing upbeat songs 

and dance.  It was a time to tell jokes and enjoy life.   

     The custom of Bright Sunday celebrations were rooted in the writings of early church 

theologians (like Augustine, Gregory of Nyssa, and John Chrysostom) that God played a 

practical joke on the devil by raising Jesus from the dead. Easter was “God’s supreme joke 

played on death.”  

“Risus paschalis ~ the Easter laugh,” the early theologians called it.  Later it was reflected in the 

medieval concept of “hilaritas”, not to be confused with the incessant giggling in the girls room 

at bedtime, but hilaritas is that ability to chuckle at the moment of disaster, to have that certain 

knowing wink at a moment of crises… because we know there is a God who is victorious.   
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 Now we don’t seem to have any problem laughing here at First Lutheran Community 

Church, but in the tradition of Bright Sunday I want to tell you a joke.  It was going to be a 

Norwegian joke but the days of poking fun at people’s heritage is over.  Barak Obama’s 

successful candidacy reminds us that we need to come together as a nation,  and not emphasize 

the stereotypes that divide us.  If we need to tell a story about a people group, why not make it 

about some ancient civilization that no longer exists… like the Hittites of the Old Testament.   

 So there were these two Hittites walking down street, and their names were Sven and 

Ole.   

 Come on… let’s laugh.  On this Bright Sunday it is time to put the gloomy past behind 

us.  Away with Lent, away with sin and sorrow, away with all the talk about death and dying and 

suffering and sacrifice.  Away with injustice and betrayal and beatings and crucifixions and 

blood.  He is risen.  He is risen indeed.  Bring on the Alleluias and the banners, bring on the 

Easter lilies and lively songs, bring on Spring colors and warmer days.   

 Now wouldn’t it be great if that sentiment actually translated into reality like it did on 

Bright Sunday.  That after Easter all our problems were gone and everything turned rosie.  

Wouldn’t it be an amazing witness if the week after Easter every single Christian just walked 

around smiling and laughing all the time because every stressor in their life was resolved.  What 

if we really could banish all gloom and sadness, get rid of all doubt and fear just by believing in 

the resurrection.  Who wouldn’t sign up for that? 

 But the truth is, that’s not the kind of world we experience when we go out of here and 

get in the car and drive home.  That’s not the kind of world we find when we study human 

history.  Thats not the kind of world we see when we turn on the evening news with Brian 

Williams.  And that’s not the kind of world God’s people reflect in the stories of the Bible.   
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 The real world and your real life contain both the bad and the good.  The happy and the 

sad.  The tragic and the miraculous.  You hear about people perpetrating atrocious, evil crimes 

upon one another, and you hear about the most wonderful selfless acts of human kindness and 

heroism.   

 And the fact that Jesus rose from the dead on Easter doesn’t appear to be the deciding 

cause and effect of what happens to who, when and why. 

      In the catechism, Martin Luther writes that “God the Father has not only given us whatever 

we have and see around us; he also protects and defends us every day from every evil and 

trouble, and turns away any danger and disaster. All this he does out of sheer love and goodness, 

although we don’t deserve it; as a kind father he looks after us so that no harm will come to us." 

But what does that mean in a world where 854 million people are hungry.  At home we 

have 5 little people under 5… around the world, 10 million of those little cherubs will die every 

year… half with hunger related deaths, and most of the rest through preventable diseases.  That’s 

one little kid, every 5.4 seconds.  What does that mean on a week that saw the number of dead 

American soldiers hit 4,000.  What does that mean when a tornado rips through …. A hurricane 

decimates, an earthquake collapses?  A passenger plane is hijacked and flown into a skyscraper.  

Does God have no interest there?    

To put it in the faith/science dialogue… of all the barriers to belief, none are quite so 

strong as this one: if there is a God, how do you explain it, when terrible things happen.  Is there 

a loving God in control of this world or not?   We started this series with Charles Darwin, and his 

work with the study of evolution… if you remember he started out studying theology… but what 

turned him toward science was his experience with suffering people.  He just could not reconcile 

a loving Creator/God  with a pain infested creation.   
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As a pastor I have to sometimes talk to children whose parent dies and try to explain what 

happened… that even though mommy or daddy isn’t here anymore they are with Jesus – in a 

happy place, where there is no crying, no pain, a wonderful place.  But as one little boy 

responded, "God may be happy now, but I'M NOT!" Well I let him know that God was not 

happy about what happened either. God did not give his mommy cancer.   God does not do 

things like that.   Well why didn’t he make her well?  He did make her well, just not here on 

earth, God made her well up in heaven.  But armed with a Sunday School faith that told him God 

was in charge of everything, he was not satisfied – I offered him good theology, but cold 

comfort. He missed his mom.  

        Or on the other end, even worse is talking to parents who have lost children. Even if they 

latch on to the notion that God didn’t do it… how do you argue with the fact that he at least let it 

happen.  He didn’t intervene to stop it.   

         Way too often, bad things happen to good people, and I do not like it. So how can we 

continue to preach and teach the Almightiness of a God who loves us more deeply than the most 

devoted parent... with any intellectual or theological integrity in the face of indiscriminate 

suffering ?   

It is a question that has plagued the faithful as well as the skeptical ever since Doubting 

Thomas queried unless I see for myself, how can I believe?  There is even theological word 

attached to it - THEODICY.  It refers to our attempts to understand both the "almightiness" of 

God and the love of God when we are confronted with so much that is awful in the world.  We’re 

left with one of 4 conclusions.     

1. God does not exist.  We already spent a couple weeks on this one and you can go 

back and read the sermons about that on our website.     
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2. God exists but does not care.  

In Russell Baker's book, Growing Up, he talks about being five years old and losing his 33-year-

old father to an acute diabetic coma. His mother had still not returned from the hospital, but with 

what had happened, young Russell was taken over to the home of one of the neighbors, Bessie 

Scott. He writes:  

Poor Bessie Scott. All afternoon she listened patiently as a saint while I sat in her kitchen and 

cried myself out. For the first time I thought seriously about God. Between sobs I told Bessie 

that if God could do things like this to people then God was hateful and I had no more use for 

him. Bessie told me about the peace of heaven and the joy of being among the angels and the 

happiness of my father who was already there. This argument failed to quiet my rage. "God 

loves us all just like his own children," Bessie said. "If God loves me why did He make my 

father die?" Bessie said I would understand someday, but she was only partly right. That 

afternoon, though I couldn't have phrased it this way then, I decided that God was a lot less 

interested in people than anybody in Morrisonville was willing to admit. That day I decided 

that God was not entirely to be trusted.  

     Young Russell is not alone. Some of you may feel that way at this very moment. We hear 

these wondrous Christian claims of a world in the care and keeping of a loving heavenly Father.  

We read the Bible and at the very core of its message we hear… I John 4:16 God is love, and 

whoever lives in love lives in union with God.  John 3:16  For God so loved the world.  That he 

gave his only Son.  And then look around and see one catastrophe after another.  And sometime 

we just want to agree with young Russell and conclude that God is a lot less interested in people 

than we are willing to admit.     
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I don’t like that option either.  I think it is O.K. to wonder about God’s ways, to question 

his disciplinary techniques, to challenge his decisions, to argue his strategy for the world… but I 

don’t think you can argue his motive.  Given the fact human beings exist, that against enormous 

odds, we are here at all.  That the record shows, whether you believe them or not, over 7,000 

promises have been made to us that are attributed to God.  And we just got done celebrating the 

most dramatic event in world history, that God came to this earth in the person of Jesus Christ 

and gave his life… suffered and died on the cross for all people, I got to go with God cares.  

That’s the only option.   

3. God exists, God cares, but then when bad things happen you are stuck with the 

possibility, he is not all-powerful.  He can’t do anything about it.  The power of evil still reigns 

on earth, God’s hands are tied until is Kingdom is ushered in in its fullness.   But again, how 

much sense does that make?   

a God who is uncaused, non-contingent, eternal, who made everything that exists, including the 

laws of nature, but yet resides outside those limiting laws…does it really make sense that there is 

something God can’t do? 

4. So what are we left with, God exists, God cares, God is all powerful, but God chooses not 

to intervene.  God allows suffering.  And I guess that’s where I have to come down on it.  God 

doesn’t cause but allows certain things to happen that we can only describe as being bad.  So for 

the rest of this message I want to ask why?  Why would a loving, all powerful God allow 

suffering and not intervene to stop it whenever it occurred?   

In the movie, Shadowlands, C.S. Lewis gives a speech as to why God allows suffering… 

here is his take on it… (show video clip) 
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     1.  So we would grow.  Suffering fulfills a purpose that transcends the event.  The point of 

suffering for C.S. Lewis, is that we through it we would grow as people.  That we would be more 

capable of loving and being loved.  And as wonderful as  love is, we can all attest to the 

experience that love can also cause great pain.  If we didn’t know what sadness was, how would 

joy make any sense?  If we didn’t know lonliness, how much would we value friendship?  W e 

wouldn’t understand good if we didn’t know bad.  Another way to say it would be, God allows 

growing pains… because without the pains there could be no growth… which is the ultimate 

point.  Lewis used the example that we are like blocks of stone, in order to be made perfect, there 

must be the painful blows of the chisel.  I suppose to some extent that would be true…Think 

about it, if you never had any pain in your life whatsoever…  not one bad thing ever happened… 

Would you be wiser, or would you be more naïve.  Would you have a greater capacity for 

compassion, or less.  Would you be closer to God right now… or farther away. I guess that’s the 

whole point of the Garden of Eden story isn’t it.  They lived in paradise.  The perfect 

environment.  The perfect relationships.  No sin.  No evil.  But they felt something was missing.   

They didn’t ultimately trust that God had their best interests at heart.  They didn’t want to follow 

his prescriptions as to how to have a good life and a right relationship with Him.  They went their 

own way even though nothing bad had ever happened before.  This explanation says, God 

permits bad things to happen for our own good, for our own growth. 

     2.   Another explanation says that sometimes bad things happen in order to prevent something 

worse from happening.  So God is actually using one situation that seems bad in order to spare us 

from an even worse tragedy.   W hen my kids were hit by a drunk driver, when they were 6 and 8, 

Ryan ended up with some severe internal injuries.  Actually caused by the trauma from his 

seatbelt across his intestines… a terrible thing… but this argument says had he not been wearing 
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it… he might have gone through the windshield.  Patrick, lying down in the back of the van, had 

no seatbelt on, his thigh was broken, but the way he ricoched around that was his only injury.  So 

what seemed bad was actually a good thing.  And further this argument would say,  maybe they 

were hit and injured on that stretch of road, moments before being sandwiched by a semi 5 

minutes later.  I don’t know, that’s not my favorite argument.  Its hard to prove or find evidence 

that something worse was going to happen down the road.  But we can all find occasions in our 

lives where something we thought was bad at the time, actually turned out to be to our benefit in 

the long run.  Which gave Paul the occasion to say… all things work together for good to them 

who love the Lord.  Which brings us to the third possibility…  

    3.  We don’t have the whole picture.  “I Cor. 13, What we see now is like a dim image in a 

mirror; then we shall see face to face.  What I know now is only partial; then it will be 

complete…   From our limited vantage point, bad stuff just looks like bad stuff.    But from 

God’s point of view, what appears to be terrible to us many in fact not be a bad thing at all.  For 

example, Imagine an aborigine from the wilds of the Australian bush who is suddenly 

transported into a modern operating room.  There is the surgeon over his patient… but what the 

aborigiene sees is a masked man with a knife about to slice into a helpless persons flesh while 

they are asleep and they presume this is TERRIBLE...but we know it is not. Perhaps you and I 

are in the same predicament with some of the things we see. Perhaps.  

Jesus said… in John 12:24 “a grain of wheat remains no more than a single grain unless it is 

dropped into the ground and dies.  If it does die, then it produces many grains… that is why I 

came, so that I may go through this hour of suffering.”   

Another example: There is a story of the only survivor of a shipwreck washed up on a small, 

uninhabited island. He prayed feverishly for God to rescue him, and every day he scanned the 
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horizon for help, but none seemed forthcoming. Exhausted, he eventually managed to build a 

little hut out of driftwood to protect him from the elements, and to store his few possessions.  

But then one day, after scavenging for food, he arrived home to find his little hut in flames, the 

smoke rolling up to the sky. The worst had happened; everything was lost. He was stung with 

grief and anger. "God, how could you do this to me?" he cried.  

Early the next day, however, he was awakened by the sound of a ship that was approaching the 

island. It had come to rescue him. "How did you know I was here?" asked the weary man of his 

rescuers.  

"We saw your smoke signal.”  A good reminder… the next time your little hut is burning to the 

ground - it just may be the smoke signal that leads to your rescue.   

 4.  The best of all possible worlds argument.  God has created a physical world, with laws 

of nature, human freedoms, beauty, relationships, the opportunity for growth, balance, the 

blessings and challenges of cooperation, experiences of exhilaration and joy, on and on – and 

one that includes suffering as an occasional byproduct.  This argument challenges us to imagine 

that we were God, and we had the opportunity to design a world that is better than the one God 

came up with, a world where all suffering was eliminated.  What would that look like… a world 

in which nothing bad could ever happen. The laws of nature would have to be suspended so that 

nobody could be hurt.  You couldn’t have gravity, so nobody could fall down, you couldn’t have 

weather, so nobody would be caught in a tornado, you couldn’t have water, so nobody would 

drown.  We couldn’t have cars, trains or airplanes, or even ride horses because accidents could 

occur.  People couldn’t really be given the ability to make their own choices because they might 

make a bad choice and that would lead to suffering on somebody’s part.    Nothing we did or 

didn’t do would make any difference whatsoever because the outcome would always be the 
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same.  Fine.   Remember the movie, Groundhog Day.  Bill Murry got stuck in loop in which he 

lived the same day over and over again and nothing he did changed anything… Everything 

always turned out the same way – how did he like it… it drove him crazy… after awhile he 

started trying to kill himself just to break out of the loop, but even that wasn’t possible.  What 

kind of a world would we have if you could step off the roof and not be hurt.  Leap into the 

Grand Canyon with no ill effects.  We wouldn’t have to take care of ourselves, we probably 

wouldn’t be carbon based at all, we’d be made of something much more durable.  That means we 

wouldn’t even be us.  The argument goes… bad things simply have to be a part of the best of all 

possible worlds or we wouldn’t have what we have now.    

For what it is worth, folks have been struggling with the issue for thousands of years. The 

Bible has one whole book in particular that deals with the subject - Job. It is one long poetic 

compendium of the questions people raise when confronted with catastrophe: Why? Why me? 

Why him? Why them?  Where’s God?   

     Job's story, if you know it, is one of a successful and prosperous man, a man whose life had 

always been wonderful.  Then he is suddenly confronted with the destruction of his property, 

even the death of his children as their house collapses on them.  Then Job loses his own health - 

more suffering in a short time than most of us ever endure in our entire lives.  And he and his 

neighbors raised those questions. Why? Why you? Why me?  And then as we heard in our Bible 

reading this morning, after they had all talked enough, the voice of God brakes in. "Tell me, Job, 

where were you when I laid the foundations of the earth? Who hung the stars in the sky and how 

did he do it, Job? Who tells the dawn to break and the night to fall, and how does it happen, Job? 

How does the wind work, Job? How many clouds are there, Job?" One unanswerable question 

after another with our hero finally responding, "Uh, uh, uh...Gee, Lord, I guess there are lots of 
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answers I don't have." And the Lord says, "BINGO, Job! And there are some answers you will 

NEVER have."   And so we learn to sing…  

This is my Father's world 

Oh, let me ne'er forget 

That though the wrong seems oft' so strong 

God is the ruler yet.  

And ironically, the tragic story of Job ends up with him being blessed twice what he was 

before.  All the people that Zacceaus stole money from end up getting paid four times back 

what he took.  Whenever Jesus is involved where something bad has happened… the person 

gets blessed way more than before the bad thing took place…  Romans 8:28 – “We know 

that in all things God works for good with those who love him.”  And who wrote that but 

Saul, one of the biggest obstacles to the Spread of Christianity, he persecuted and killed 

Christians, only to later have an experience with the risen, Christ, converts and writes more 

of the Bible than any other single source.   Imagine if you were a family member of 

somebody hauled off and tortured and killed by Saul for being a Christian.  Would you 

welcome his sudden conversion to Christianity or see it as a slap in the face. 

     And then of course the most dramatic illustration of a bad thing happening to a good person… 

Jesus the Christ dieing on the cross… crying out to God with the words of Psalm 22  My God 

My God why have you forsaken me… Even Jesus seemed to be asking today’s question, Why…  

but then its important to remember those words only begin Psalm 22 but which quickly 

acknowledges "In you our ancestors trusted; they trusted, and you delivered them. To you they 

cried, and were saved; in you they trusted, and were not put to shame," and then the very next 

psalm is the 23rd… The Lord is my shepherd, I shall not want…. Even though I walk through the 
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valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for thou art with me.  It was a terrible Friday 

afternoon on which our Lord hung on the cross, but we also know Sunday was coming… in 

which the badest of all bad things death, would be destroyed forever.  Isn’t is indeed the best of 

all possible worlds, when the worst thing we can think of, death, has no power over us…    

     The problem here is that this is one of those claims of Christianity in which we do not find an 

air-tight empirically verifiable argument sealed with a "therefore" - all is right with the world, 

therefore, I believe in God the Father Almighty.   Good people thrive in this world and bad 

people get what they deserve, therefore I believe in God the Father Almighty… Whenever I pray 

for God’s protection and help, nothing bad ever happens, … therefore I Believe in God the 

Father Almighty.   There is no logical therefore at the heart of theodicy.  What you end up with 

instead is a "nevertheless."  Much is wrong with the world,  nevertheless, I believe there is a God 

who so loves the world he gave his Son… the mystery of evil is great, NEVERTHELESS I 

believe there is a God who so loves the world he gave his Son … Sometimes bad things happen 

to good people, NEVERTHELESS …"I believe there is a God who so loves the world he gave 

his Son..."   This side of eternity we will never have it completely figured out… no one can 

adequately explain why bad things happen in a world in the control of a good God, 

NEVERTHELESS I can declare with complete confidence that  "I believe there is a God who so 

loves the world he gave his Son..."   who allows suffering in this best of all possible worlds, but 

who cares deeply, who grieves with us when those bad things happen, and who promises to make 

it up to us, when we have a bigger and clearer perspective.   Amen. 


