Easter 6:  Christian Aid Week  13th May 2007
Here is a tough and challenging question for you: Does you think belief in God make it easier or harder to come to terms with the problem of human suffering? For me, I think it makes it harder. For without a belief in God the problem is comparatively simple - suffering just is.  Put it down to chance, natural processes or human cruelty, suffering just happens and it is up to us to alleviate it and overcome it through our compassion and ingenuity. But introduce an all-powerful and loving God into the equation and things become much more compicated.  For doesn't the sheer scale of suffering stand as an accusation either against God, or against us in believing and saying the things about God that we do? 
Michael Taylor, a former Director of Christian Aid, in his book Poverty and Christianity tells how this issue has threatened his own belief.  In his travels he constantly came face to face with poverty and evil.  Massacres in Rwanda, and famine in the Horn of Africa showed him that for the vast majority of human beings suffering is normal.  And this caused a kind of theological trauma - how can such a state of affairs be reconciled with the Christian view of God? 
Taylor recognises that there have been many attempts to explain suffering and evil – to engage in what is called ‘theodicy’.  But he concludes that all these attempts are lacking in one way or another.  Indeed, he goes further and suggests that theodicy itself is very much a Western 'developed world' preoccupation.  Those for whom suffering is normal seem less inclined to agonise and theorise about evil.  The primary task of theology, they say, is to get rid of evil.   In other words, if there is a reason for suffering we have less need to do something about it. Taylor explains that the picture of God that emerges from the theologians of the so-called developing world is of a being who is in solidarity with the poor, who is on their side.  The crucial question is 'How is the world with all its suffering to be changed for the better?' not, 'How is all the suffering of the world to be understood?' 
And there are some deeper questions about us, as Christians, and what we do, that follow from this as well.  How is it that Christianity, for all its claim to alter history for the better, and to redeem humanity, hasn’t made a greater impact than it has?  It might not be for lack of effort or goodwill, but somehow reality often defeats the best of intentions and makes Christian hopes of beginning the process of building the Kingdom of God here on earth sometimes seem flimsy or even delusory. How can we talk of the redemption of humanity, when such a large percentage of the human world lives in relative, and sometimes severe, poverty.
Well, Taylor, in his book, asks the hard questions, as I have just done in this sermon. And it is surely very important that sometimes they are asked, even as they make us feel uncomfortable. But he doesn’t by any means stop here, and he has some thoughtful and encouraging things to say as we grapple with them.
For a start he invites us to explore the nature of the God whom we worship, and the creation that God has brought into being.  He suggests that we place ourselves within a story of faith that is not so much about a God-given paradise which is lost through human sin, but rather that is about a long, sometimes painful process through which we travel with God as we learn together how to make a paradise out of chaos.  This might imply a God who is less than all-knowing.  But it also respects the goodness of God whilst recognising that he does not compel our love and loyalty.  God, the Christ-like God, invites us to work with him in this ‘work-in-progress’ which is the world, and he is absolutely committed to the process.  No cost is too great for him to bear. 
There are of course some questions that this approach raises.  Whilst we wait for God to ultimately win through, what about the millions who, in the meantime, suffer or who are trampled underfoot by others?  This, I suppose, is why it remains important to us to conceive of a paradise that can contain all who have lived - 'when,' as the letter to the Ephesians puts it, 'the times will have reached their fulfillment to bring all things in heaven and earth together under one head, even Christ.'  But we can start to know this paradise within our world if we are prepared to commit ourselves to building real 'communities of justice and love, and peace.' 
And here, surely, is an appropriate message for this start of Christian Aid week.  We cannot yet solve the problem of suffering, but we can make a vital difference to it.  We can stop it having the last word, or even the greater word. We can be a part of a process of redemption as God unfolds it around us. We can be working with him. And if the world, and our human systems, do cause suffering and treat many people far less than fairly, then those bits of creation over which we do have control – our time, our wealth, our circle of influence – we can use and offer to God as willing colleagues with him in bringing hope to this world.
So, as this Christian Aid Week begins let us be hopeful.  Hopeful that our risen, soon-to-ascend Lord has not given up on us, and will never give up.  For hope does not just spring up in us because we see change happening; hope is also that which makes change happen.  Christian hope, in other words, is creative.  Michael Taylor tells in his book of meeting a Christian pastor in the Horn of Africa, in a village where all the surrounding hills had been denuded of trees – soil and crops too had gone.  It was a wasteland.  But rather than retreating into a private message of forgiveness of sins and the world to come, this pastor had set up a tree nursery where 50 to 100 saplings were growing.  His plan?  Little by little to plant the trees, and cover the hills once again with goodness. 
'Transformation,' says Taylor, 'is the child of hope.' It makes the hills green and it believes that all things can be made new.”  This is the transformation we are invited to share – and in sharing to allow our hope to infect and inspire others.
Thank you if you are helping with the house-to-house collections this week. You are doing a great thing. Let us all be generous in what we give Christian Aid, and let us pray for God’s blessing on this organisation, and those whom it will be helping.
