Week 4: Relationships with the Environment

Matthew 8:23-27

In a boat on the ‘steadily rising waters’, Jesus invites us to trust in his ‘way’ and shows us a path to follow. He will not answer all our questions, but he will ask us to work together in solidarity with all people to begin to find solutions – something that will change both our lives and our world. 

Not surprisingly, the story of Jesus in the boat saving his friends from the storm is one that came to the mind of many people in the days and weeks after the Asian tsunami of December 2004. It offered both comfort, but also a challenge. Why did Jesus apparently protect his friends from the waves on that occasion, but seemingly allow so many thousands – and from the poorest communities of our world – to perish in the tsunami? A difficult question. 

Indeed what immediately strikes me about the biblical passage we are focusing on this week is the two questions it contains. There is the question of Jesus to his disciples, ‘Why are you so afraid?’, and that of the disciples about Jesus, ‘What sort of man is this, that even the winds and the sea obey him?’ Neither question is explicitly answered within the text itself and, because of that, there is a kind of invitation being offered to us, the readers, to discover the answers for ourselves. 

The straight answer to, ‘What sort of man is this, that even the winds and the sea obey him?’ is actually, ‘No sort of man at all – rather God.’ If you knew the Old Testament, as the disciples and the first readers of Matthew’s Gospel undoubtedly did, then one thing you were aware of was that the sea was so strong that God alone could control it. That is made clear in the stories of the Exodus and the Flood, and in many of the Psalms. Conversely, God demonstrated that he was God precisely by his ability to calm the waters. So Jesus’ control of the waves and the sea is intended by Matthew to be a demonstration of his divinity. But in a sense that answer simply opens up another question: ‘If God shows that he is God by his ability to control the seas – then where was God – or Christ – on the day of the tsunami? Was he absent? And why?’ 

I suspect that one of the reasons I am an Anglican is because I believe that Anglicanism is a religious tradition that, at its best, allows for questions, and doesn’t think them wrong or inappropriate. And linked to that I also feel that the Anglican tradition of Christianity honours the fact that there are often no easy answers. In this reticence I believe that we are being true to the heart of biblical faith. You will find in the Bible, in both the Old Testament and the New Testament, that when human beings ask a question of God, they often get an answer and another question back in return – or sometimes simply another question. A classic example occurs in the passage where the disciples finally discover who Jesus is (Matthew 16:13-20). Rather than telling them straight, Jesus throws a question at them: ‘Who do you say that I am?’ And even though they then come up with the ‘right’ answer – the messiah – that only leads onto another series of questions and dilemmas, because a messiah who talks about suffering doesn’t fit the spec of the messiah the disciples were expecting. The God we meet in both testaments is one that throws us questions – and refuses us easy answers. Rather, God seems to be encouraging us to work out responses for ourselves as much as possible, and in doing so is honouring the fact that we have been created in God’s own image and likeness. That is what I have tried to pick up in the Closing Prayer for this week (which is unfortunately misplaced in the booklet – you can find it on page 17).

I wrote: 

‘You refuse to provide us with easy answers to the swirling mysteries of life and creation.

We thank you for the challenges and uncertainties you have set before us,

For through them you honour the dignity of our human spirits.

Inspire us to respond to our own unanswered questions…’ 

In those days after the tsunami a number of religious leaders reflected on what had happened, and how to ‘understand’ it. In my view, one of the most thoughtful responses was made by Rabbi Jonathan Sacks, in an article he wrote for The Times. I quote part of it here: 

‘The religious question is, therefore, not: “Why did this happen?” But “What then shall we do?”… The religious response is not to seek to understand, thereby to accept. We are not God. Instead we are the people He has called on us to be his “partners in the work of creation”. The only adequate religious response is to say: “God, I do not know why this terrifying disaster has happened, but I do know what You want of us: to help the afflicted, comfort the bereaved, send healing to the injured, and aid those who have lost their livelihoods and homes.” We cannot understand God, but we can strive to imitate His love and care.

‘That, and perhaps one more thing. For it was after an earlier flood, in the days of Noah, that God made His first covenant with mankind. …[God decided] to institute a social order that would honour human life as the image of God. Not as an explanation of suffering, but as a response to it, I for one will pray that in our collective grief we renew the covenant of human solidarity. Having seen how small and vulnerable humanity is in the face of nature, might we not also see how small are the things that divide us, and how tragic to add grief to grief.’ 

I will return to Jonathan Sacks’ comment below, but there is something else I want to add first. It is that, from within the Christian tradition, part of the ‘answer’ to the question ‘Why’ is simply that in Jesus Christ God-is-with-us. The problem of pain is still acutely difficult but, somehow, if we believe that God is actually there in the boat or on the beach suffering along with us it reframes the question. It is good to remember this as we move through Lent towards Passiontide.

There was an exquisite meditation written by an Australian Christian, Jennie Gordon, in response to the tsunami. It takes the form of a series of questions to God… and God’s response. The complete meditation can be found at 
http://www.readers.cofe.anglican.org/u_d_lib_pub/m1021.pdf (go to p15 of the PDF). Here is the first verse:

‘Where were you when the ocean broke the shore?

I was playing on the beach.

Fishing in my boat.

Eating breakfast with my family.’

The meditation continues through a series of similar questions and answers and then concludes:

‘Where are you now, God, where are you now?

I am where you are.

Always.’

In Jennie’s reflection, God is both responding to the questions we pose at him, yet also, through his identification with us, re-asking them on our behalf. Or, to put it another way, we could say that the answer to our question, ‘Why’ or ‘Where’, thrown at God, is Jesus’ own ‘Why’ spoken on the cross: ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’

Of course, our focus this week is our relationship to the environment in general, not the tsunami in particular. Though Bangladesh was touched by the tsunami, comparatively speaking it was less affected than many other countries of the region. Indeed, the main fears of the people of Bangladesh are the inundations suffered during monsoon season, which appear to be happening with more frequency, probably as a result of climate change. We read about them this week in the story of Stephen and Aroti Halder. Yet there was a sense that the tsunami acted as a sort of wake-up call. Different in nature it may have been, and completely beyond human control, but it was a salutary reminder of the fragility of our planet – and our dependency on our environment. The terror of the tsunami has translated into an ongoing feeling of fear about a world that we cannot control. In fact, we never could, but perhaps now we are more aware of it. We can certainly empathise with the fear of the disciples and the question thrown at them, ‘Why are you afraid’ (Matthew 8:26). In the gospel passage, Jesus offers his own presence as his response to the disciples’ fear. What is the ‘answer’ for us? Rabbi Sachs words come close to it. As he put it, we are called not to focus on our own terror but to ‘renew the covenant of human solidarity’. Or, as this week’s Closing Prayer puts it, to struggle ‘to make this world a place where all can feel at home’ .

From the Christian point of view, there is one further thing to add. When we talk about human solidarity – our starting point is surely Jesus Christ who, as mentioned above, in his baptism, ministry and death, took the ‘solidarity dip’ with humanity. We believe that our solidarity with one another is grounded in Jesus’ solidarity with us. And just as Jesus’ solidarity was costly – leading him to the cross – so we may expect that ours will be also. Environmental problems seem to impact most severely upon our brothers and sisters who have the least in life. That is simply not right, especially as it is largely the wasteful use of resources by the wealthy that have produced the problems in the first place. We will undoubtedly need to change our lifestyles and, though new technologies may soften the impact in some ways, we will probably need to learn to live less selfishly and more sacrificially – in fact, to begin to walk the way of the cross. A reflection I wrote recently seeks to capture that insight: 

Who is this? His friends wondered 

As the winds and the seas obeyed him. 

But the swamping seas of Bangladesh

Christ, can you speak and calm them too?

Lord, in our world of tsunamis, our globe with its ever rising waters, 

We have learned a new fear, fresh doubt and a longing for hope.

So your voice today? You speak through the storms and ask for our response,

Obedience to the way of the cross, God’s eternal pattern of giving and sharing, 

Of counting the needs of others – and our earth – more than our own. 

It is there that we shall find you and catch your whisper,

‘I am with you… till the end of time.’
