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Our hope is in God 
 

That Gospel reading, raises the age-old question of whence evil and pain and suffering? If God is 

the Creator and as such is good and loving and what God has created is good (cf Genesis 1) 

then what is the source of the bad things that happen in the world? And what are we to do, when 

confronted by evil? By people whose attitudes, values, behaviour are destructive, oppressive, the 

source of pain and brokenness for themselves and/or others? Do we adopt the stance behind the 

question put to Jesus “Who sinned … that this man was born blind?  Or do we put the "blame" on 

God, for creating a world in which such people and things can exist and happen? Do we adopt the 

"dualistic" approach of explaining "good" and "evil" as part of an unfinished battle between God 

and The Devil?  And as a consequence do we attempt to keep ourselves and those with whom we 

associate pure, by having as little as possible to do with "evildoers" however defined, and by 

excluding them from membership and participation in Church, our circle of friends, society, nation?  

The history of both Church and the wider human society is full of examples of ways we as human 

beings are inclined to exclude those who are seen to have a contaminating influence for some 

reason or other (sometimes relatively benign-just because the other is different-sometimes because 

we see others in a more malignant light). 

For example: anti-Semitism, which reached its zenith with the Holocaust. Or in more recent years 

the maligning of boat people-the dehumanising way they are referred to as “illegals”-which makes 

it easy to treat them in inhumane ways.   

 

Within the church there has always been those who have seen it as important to keep the church 

“pure”.  We have seen this in recent times in the expulsion of Masons from an Anglican parish and 

the refusal of communion to gay and lesbian people and their supporters.  Not that there is anything 

new here.  Jesus was constantly criticised for associating with “sinners and tax collectors”.  Jesus in 

the Gospels constantly suggests that we shouldn’t be too hasty in making judgements about what is 

good and what is bad. To use another metaphor, one might just find one has thrown out the baby 

with the bath water. In terms of people, this is sound advice. As I was trying to say somewhat 

inadequately last week - how otherwise does one allow for conversion and amendment of life? For 

allowing the something tremendous that is at the heart of each person to be discovered and given 

expression? In terms of ourselves, given the propensity we all have for good and evil, Jesus 

admonition to patience in rushing to judgement is welcome news. It fits in with those psychological 

understandings that talk about the necessity of accepting and embracing our “shadow side”. That it 

is sometimes the darker aspects, of whom we are, that when creatively addressed have the potential 

to release the fullness of our vitality and creativity. It may just be that they contain the key to 

unlocking the best we have it in us to become. It fits also with “process theology’s” understanding 

of what it is to be human, and how who and what we are, are of significance to God and contribute 

to the working out of God’s purposes in the world.  In particular “process theology’s” 

understanding of “the last thing’s”-of life after death-of what it means when in the funeral service 

we pray “in faith and trust we leave N… in your keeping”. Of why with the Psalmist in the words of 

today’s Psalm we can say “Yeah though I walk through the shadow of the valley of death I will fear 

no evil.” 

 

Process theology grew out of a particular school of philosophy “process thought” developed in the 
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20
th
 century by Cambridge philosopher Alfred Whitehead and his Harvard associate Charles 

Hartshorne.  What follows is my synthesis of ideas expressed in a book by the self-described 

process theologian Norman Pittinger, “After death-life in God”. 

 

Human existence is perhaps not best thought of as some supposedly substantial and indestructible 

soul to whom experiences happen, but rather human existence is those experiences themselves held 

together in unity and given identity by the awareness and self-awareness that make it possible for us 

to say I and you.  Who or what we are as persons is therefore never just individualistic, there is a 

certain inevitable connectedness /corporateness/community nature about not just our lives but our 

very identity.  The enduring reality of who we are is the sum of our values and attitudes (the things 

which go to make up what we call our personality) together with the series of events and occasions 

that make up our life.  Now it is true for all of us that there are parts of our life that we know and 

experience as positive.  Events, occasions-things we do, say-are said, are done to us that are 

creative.  They lead to growth-love-joy-peace.  As such we value and cherish them and affirm them 

as significant in making us who we are.  But there are other experiences, events that we do not see 

in the same way.  Rather they are destructive, the cause of pain and suffering.  Often we feel we 

want to leave such parts of our lives behind.  Yet they too contribute to who we are, sometimes they 

too have long-term positive effects that are hidden from us at first.  We only see the positive as we 

look back overtime. They are all part of what God uses, to bring God’s creative love to its true end 

(cf today’s Gospel and its opening Question “who sinned?”  wrong Question says Jesus – I take J 

answer in part to be saying God is constantly seeking to take what is and use it creatively to bring 

about transformation!) 

 

My understanding is that when we say God values and accepts us and calls us to share in God’s 

mission in the world we are saying, God values and treasures and receives into the divine life 

everything that is good and positive, that is loving.  Takes and uses us and our lives to further God’s 

loving purposes in the world.  But God sifts out those things that are negative, destructive.  Pittinger 

puts it like this “The enduring reality God accepts and values is precisely that series of events or 

occasions which go to make us whom we are.  Are these of such quality that they can indeed be 

valued by God, given significance in God’s own life and employed for the furtherance of the divine 

purpose of bringing greater love into existence?  That is the crucial question.  It is the question 

which makes us understand that our day-to-day human lives must be lived responsibly and seriously 

with due regard for the consequences of our decisions and what happens as a consequence of them.” 

p 79. 

 

God takes and sifts our lives and receives into the divine life all that is of value and worth.  Only 

God can discern what is treasure-what is gold, wheat and what is dross, chaff and dust, weeds. We 

should not be too quick to make that judgement – about others or ourselves. This has significance 

for our understanding of the ongoing presence and activity of God in the world as God takes and 

uses us and our actions, our experiences but also for understanding that eternal life is about being 

held for ever safe in and by the God who is love.  What I’m trying to say is summed up by these 

words quoted by Pittinger from the eulogy at the funeral of a friend: 

 

“Those of us who shared our friend’s deep faith in God as love can have confidence that nothing he 

did or said or wrote or thought can ever be lost.  We believe that God values and treasures and will 

keep forever all those acts and words and thoughts-keep them forever in God’s own everlasting life.  

So it is that we can dare to say that the goodness, the courage, the integrity, the concern, the love 

which were our friend-that all these are now and to all eternity will be safe in the God whom he and 

we know to be sheer love.  In that certainty we can and do commit our friend to God, in joyful 

confidence and assurance of faith.” p 79,80. 

 

Now it seems to me that that is enough, more than enough, that we need to say about anyone to 
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provide comfort consolation and hope.  Our hope is in God, the all merciful and all loving one 

whose care for us, as God takes us and sifts us, purifies us is greater than we can grasp or think.  

Blessed be God. 

 


