Where is God now?

For more than one reason and from more than one person I have heard these words or ones similar over the past few weeks but not more so than yesterday and today.  How do we handle pain and death when there is no rhyme or reason to it?  When tragedy strikes even to those that we do not know we struggle.  Where is God when an SUV with five young women that have their whole lives in front of them are killed in such a terrible way?  Where is God when a father kills his wife and child?

Last night and even today various people have come to me and asked what would I say in those situations and what do I think?  We must be very careful because in our very human desire to make sense out of a totally senseless accident we may find ourselves far from the core of our faith.  To try and find some peace we say, “They are in a better place.”  Certainly, our faith knows that to be absolutely true.  We can not know their lives or what their faith was but we can stand firm in the knowledge they are in the hand of God who is loving and caring.  He is taking care of them now.  That is a beautiful place to be – we trust that God will care for us as He sees fit and that trust can stand firm because we know He is a God of love and forgiveness.  


But we might want to hesitate when we say things that seem to suggest that God wanted that accident to happen or that this was His ‘plan.’  This pulls us into a place where we have to ask, “How can a God of love cause this to happen?”  This kind of question is hard to find an answer for and we should remind ourselves that when we speak of God’s plan it is always a plan of love.  But the plans of God are sometimes pushed off the rails by mistakes, poor judgment and sometimes just plain accidents.  It is not God’s plan that the person that has had too much to drink gets in their car and drives home causing an accident.  God is not there causing the parent to hurt their child and there is nothing good coming from that action.  God does not place the ice that causes the car to slide.  Absolutely, a God of love did not want that SUV to swerve back into that truck.
Our life is fragile and we must remember what is important.  Think of our bodies – at 98.6 degrees we feel fine and are healthy.  Just two small degrees and we have a temperature of 100+ degrees and we are flat on our backs.  People that have been severely dehydrated look as if they are going to die but just one bottle of water and few hours later they feel fine.  Our hands that can be so gentle as we hold and love one another can also be balled into a fist and used to kill.  Even our words – a compliment and word of encouragement and love no matter how heart felt can be buried in one instant by an attack and an angry word.  In large and small ways we are so fragile and our life and happiness can be lost so quickly if we do not have our eyes fixed on God. 


The hard thing for us – and the thing that no one has the answer for – is that sometimes things go wrong.  Cells that have divided a million times correctly just this once divide wrong and cancer starts.  The baby that has been growing for months perfectly has one small thing go wrong and a defect or problem starts.  Science will try it’s best to explain about chemicals and hormones but in the end it just reminds us of  how frail our lives really are and that we can never take it for granted.  Just a few miles an hour slower and tragedy is averted.  So if there is nothing we can do why pray at all might be our next question.  


Is there not a parent that heard of the tragedy of the girls from Fairport that did not say a prayer for the safety of their child at that moment?  Is that prayer wasted if with one small mistake life can turn into a fireball?  I do not think so and certainly our faith says that is exactly what prayer and faith is for – these moments of shock and pain.  Where is God? I think He is there with His angels saying please slow down just a little.  Where was God at that moment? Right there reaching into the fire to hold those girls in the palm of His hand.  He will stay with the families and friends – I can not imagine the pain of the friends and others that where following that car.  I pray that God sends His peace to that truck driver.  What must his pain be like as he sees five beautiful young women knowing that it was his truck – certainly not his fault – but his truck that was the cause of their death?  God will be with all parents as they give their car keys to their children, and they ask God to keep them safe for one more day.    

Where is God in our difficulties when it looks to our human eyes that He is not answering our prayers?  The clearest way I have seen God working is when I anoint those that are dying.  When we anoint; too often our prayer is only for physical healing and if that does not happen then we think that God did not answer the prayer.  What if God’s miracle is that He helps the person find peace even in their pain?  I have seen peace, physically visible, come over the family as we prayed for their loved one.  Finding peace and comfort even in the worst moments of life may be more of a miracle than any physical healing.  
It is our humanity – what Holy Scripture often calls our “flesh” that wants an explanation.  We want to understand, we want it to go the way we think it should but if we read and listen to our second reading this weekend we will see something very different:

Galatians 5: 13ff …remember that you have been called to live in freedom – but not a freedom that gives free rein to the flesh.  Out of love, place yourselves at one another’s service. The whole law has found its fulfillment in this one saying: “You shall love your neighbor as yourself.”  If you go on biting and tearing one another to pieces, take care! You will end up in mutual destruction!


My point is that you should live in accord with the spirit and you will not yield to the cravings of the flesh. The flesh lusts against the spirit and the spirit against the flesh; the two are directly opposed.

Remember that “flesh” as St. Paul uses it here goes way beyond our most basic understanding; it is also our human nature and our baser desires.  We want understanding and we can not find it.  We want things to go the way we think they should and we fight and scratch against everything that does not follow our plan.  We can see clearly when others do not follow but we never see ourselves when we fail in living out this Gospel message.  Our faith can not be based on things happening the way we want them because then there is no place for God in that mind-set.  Our faith says that God is working and caring for us especially when we do not see Him!  

When our human eyes are clouded over with tragedy or what we do not want that is where our faith needs to come forward.  God’s plan is not graded by our agreement, it is His alone.  There are many tragedies and moments in our life when we do not see what the point is – we do not understand but we must be very careful that we do not place “God’s will” where it does not belong.  Remember that Jesus Christ said very strongly and specifically that No One knows the will of the father, not even the Son.  So if Jesus Christ, who is God does not know the will of God the Father then we are in big trouble if we try to say, “I know His will.”  The best we can hope for is that the difficulties and tragedies of life never come between us and God.  A cornerstone on which our faith is built; God loves us and wants only good things for us.  Our faith is not some force field of protection from pain and difficulties but it is our strength to stand firm even when terrible things happen around us.  That is the center of our faith and we should pray that we never forget it.  May we all keep the families and friends of the five young women in Fairport in our prayers during this difficult time.  May we never let the difficulties of life push us away from our faith in God and trust in His love.
