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Vengeance  
 

Joan Chittister the Catholic Benedictine Nun tells the story of Katie who was a second-grader in one 

of her community’s schools. One Friday at art class as the teacher roamed the aisles checking 

progress, she stopped at Katie’s desk and asked, ‘Well, Katie, what are you drawing?’ ‘I am 

drawing a picture of God,’ Katie said proudly. ‘Katie,’ the teacher answered, ‘you can’t draw a 

picture of God. Nobody knows what God looks like.’ Katie said, ‘They will when I’m finished.’ 

 

Sr Joan then adds, “We are all invited now to draw a new picture of God” as she begins a 

fascinating article in The National Catholic reporter entitled “The God who beckons” in which she 

suggests that the metaphor of evolution itself might have something important to say about both the 

nature of God and our own possible place in an evolving universe. She says , “Of all the statements 

Einstein ever made, beyond relativity, beyond the bend in space and time, it is what he said about 

God that may, in the end, be seen as his most profound insight of them all. ‘God,’ said Einstein, ‘is 

subtle but not malicious.’ Well, perhaps, says Chittister ... but such subtlety and goodwill were 

hardly visible to the human eye, hardly arguable to those who were suffering the evil they were told 

was meant simply to test their fidelity or to try their character. 

 

Such subtlety, in fact, is barely sustainable without the eye of blind faith in the light of the injustices 

and struggles of the real world around us. It is this idea of the non-malicious and by implication non 

violent God that I want to focus on today but before I do let me summarise a key point of Sr Joan’s 

thesis that the Theory of Evolution helps us see God with a focus on the future, on what is 

becoming and yet to be rather than on the past. Sr Joan says, “God is the one who stands by as we 

grow from one self to another, from one level of insight to another, from one age and awareness to 

another. God, we come to understand, is not the God of fixed determinations now. The past is no 

longer a template of forever. God becomes instead the God of the future. God, we come to see in 

the model that is evolutionary, is promise and possibility and forever emerging life. 

 

Given this perspective, …we are not about perfection. We are about always selecting the better, 

about entering into the transformation of the world as it experiments with life, chooses for life, 

sees mistakes not as failure but as one more learning on the ladder of spiritual success. In this 

world, the God of evolution becomes God the mother as well as God the father. God the mother 

understands pain. She bears us and then lets us grow from error to solution, from failure to 

success. She loves us for trying. She not only sets the standard, she helps us over the bar. 

 

Evolution shows us that the God of becoming is a beckoning God who goes before us to invite us 

on, to sustain us on the way, rather than a judging God who measures us by a past we did not 

shape. Now human beings can begin to revel in what is meant by growing to full stature as a 

responsible and participative spiritual adult whose work on the planet really, really matters. Life, 

suddenly, is more a blessing both to the universe and to the self than it is simply a test of a 

person’s moral limits. To be alive, to be a person in the process of becoming, it becomes clear, is a 

blessing, not a bane. We are, alone and together, significant actors in the nature of life and the 

strengthening of the fibres of humankind. Evolution gives us a God big enough to believe in. 
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But back to this idea of the non-malicious God which I want to enter into in this way. Like me you 

have probably been shocked by the violent slaying of Michael McGurk on last Thursday. I  can’t 

help wondering whether this wasn’t some sort of  pay-back  - punishment for something he had 

done. Some one deciding that it was time for retaliation, revenge. So often of course that only 

leads to yet more violence in retaliation. Such is the nature of vengeance. Such an ugly word that, 

Vengeance. With all sorts of dark connotations has it not? Did you note the discordant note in 

today’s OT reading. Its all about good news, restoration, salvation – sight for the blind, healing for 

the lame, refreshment of the land and yet Isaiah says this is a result of God coming with 

vengeance. Vengeance! What is it you associate with that word? Retaliation, retribution, revenge – 

and what usually is the result of those who seek and exact vengeance? Violence and yet more 

violence. And yet the scriptures speak of God’s vengeance and it’s not just the Old Testament. 

Paul in Romans reminds us that Vengeance belongs to God quoting Deuteronomy 32. As I thought 

about this I thought, it doesn’t fit with the whole message of Jesus with the talk of loving ones 

enemies and turning the other cheek. It’s as if God’s vengeance (if that is the right word) turns our 

normal way of thinking about vengeance on its head. Not that that’s unusual, that’s typical of 

Jesus. So I did a bit of research and discovered that the Hebrew concept of vengeance is all about 

restoration of wholeness, integrity to the community and individual. It has elements of pleading 

some-one’s case. Seldom does it carry the sense of vindictiveness or revenge (and never in 

reference to God). The cries to Yahweh for vengeance are cries for redemption, restoration, health 

and healing. Seen in this light vengeance as restoration is indeed what Isaiah is talking about. This 

is God’s justice at work and being proclaimed; restorative justice rather than retributive justice. Its 

focused on the future and what is hoped for rather than looking backwards at what has happened.  

During the week I had a session for some of the Pre-school parents looking at issues around setting 

boundaries to behaviour, helping children cope with NO. As part of that we talked about the 

difference between discipline and punishment. Punishment is payment for wrongdoing. Legally 

it’s a penalty for breaking the law. Discipline how ever is different – its part of learning that 

actions have consequences. Punishment has a backward looking focus, it focuses on making 

payment for wrongs done in the past, discipline has a forward looking focus, it is designed to 

change behaviour into the future, to help us act and live responsibly.  

 

Restorative rather than retributive justice, justice that has an eye to the future rather than just 

punishing past actions is something indigenous Australians built into their tribal law which left the 

person disciplined or punished (perhaps wounded by spearing,) but restored to their place in the 

community which needed them.  

 

Seen in this light vengeance can become a good and helpful thing. Breaking the cycle of violence 

and leading to restoration of relationship and rebuilding of community rather than fragmentation 

and enduring bitterness and enmity. This requires much love and courage and faith – faith in the 

God who constantly beckons us forward, calling us to be co-creators with God of the kind of world 

Jesus lived and taught – the God in whom there is no malice, no violence – the God the world 

desperately needs to know. Katie’s teacher at the beginning said, “Nobody knows what God looks 

like” and Katie said, “They will when I’m finished.” The way we live our lives as people of faith 

reflects for others a picture an understanding of God. What kind of God do our lives show? If it is to 

be the non violent, non malicious God that the Hebrew scriptures hint at and which Jesus shows us 

most fully then we need to seek to disavow all malice and violence ourselves and when hurt by 

others seek vengeance only ever God style.  

 

_________________________ 


