Emerging from the ‘COVID Cocoon’

“So if anyone is in Christ, there is a new creation: everything old has passed away;
see, everything has become new!” (2 Corinthians 5:17)

A ‘DOES GOD CARE?’ Perspective

Presented by: Jim Winn (Rev.)
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Hello. My name is Jim Winn and I am a retired Minister of the word of the Uniting
Church in Australia. My aim in this brief perspective is to join you in reflecting on the
question, ‘Does God Care?’
Across the world, as I am preparing this material, there have been 7.69 million
reported cases of persons infected with the corona virus and 428,000 deaths. From
what I can ascertain most experts think these figures under-report the true situation.
It is impossible to imagine all the suffering that this pandemic has caused directly or
indirectly.
 Think of the grief associated with 428,000 deaths many of which would have
occurred in a solitary setting without close family or friends standing by to
offer comfort as someone they loved came to their death.
 Think of the suffering of those who have been hospitalised and recovered,
especially those whose “recovery” has left them with life-long health deficits
caused by the virus or by the treatment needed to overcome it. There will be
many among the 7.69 million reported cases of corona virus infection.
 Think also of the suffering caused by the social isolation needed to help stop
community transmission of the disease. There is trauma, insidiously quiet
trauma, born by parents, children and grandparents as well as friends and
neighbours as a result of social isolation. We may well say that every cloud has
a silver lining but, none the less, we have all been living under a cloud of fear
and anxiety, and continue to do so, because we do not, as yet, have any other
way of helping to control the spread of the virus.
Even more suffering than all this has come our way through the economic slow-down
which has been a consequence of the needed social isolation. In economic terms
some of us have not seemed to suffer too much inconvenience whereas others have
seen their lives turned into disaster.
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Governments across the world have offered their citizens assistance but it has been
very uneven with quite inadequate outcomes for some.
Added to all this is the non-COVID suffering that is part of our everyday lives from
hydrocephalic babies to the agonies of Black Lives Matter and everything in between.
Suffering, horrible, evil suffering, it seems, is the inevitable human lot.
As we emerge from the COVID Cocoon it behoves us, as Christians, to explain why we
still believe in a loving God despite the suffering experienced as a result of the COVID
pandemic let alone all other suffering that diminishes, perhaps even, destroys, the
joy of living.
Friedrich Nietzsche summed up our predicament neatly when he wrote, “What really
raises one's indignation against suffering is not suffering intrinsically, but the
senselessness of suffering.”

Questions for Reflection/Discussion
1.

What impact has the suffering caused by the pandemic had on you?

2.

How are children affected by the stress and anxiety generated by the
pandemic?

3.

Do you agree with Friedrich Nietzsche’s comment about suffering?
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All conversation about God is speculative. That is to say that the way we talk about
God and the things we believe about God are the best interpretation we can put
forward for what we experience, intuit and imagine. It’s no wonder that talk about
God is a never ending exercise!
I would suggest that to have an adequate understanding of God we need to think
‘outside the box.’ Traditionally it is suggested that God is omnipotent (i.e. able to do
any do-able, non-contradictory thing), that God is utterly loving and good and that
evil, whether it originates with misused human freedom or with actions in the
‘natural’ world, is absolutely real. The predicament we face is that these three
concepts cannot be held together without contradiction. Holding onto all of them is
akin to believing in a married bachelor! Of course some people want to say that you
can believe in a married bachelor but as to why this is so is always, for them, a divine
mystery! That, I think, is an easy cop-out. 1
Reflect for a moment on the way we pastorally support people who are terminally ill.
We don’t harass them with prayers imploring God to prevent or delay the inevitable.
We offer prayers for their comfort and sense of assurance as they complete their life
journey. We do our best to make sure that they know they are still connected to a
loving community. If we truly thought God had the power to return people to
perfect health it would be a dereliction of duty not to implore God to do so.
In Matthew Chapter 8 we have the account of the twelve disciples being sent out on
mission by Jesus. One of his commands to them is to “raise the dead”. (Verse 8)
Christian churches believe that they are continuing the ministry of the apostles so, if
that is the case, why don’t we have a ministry of raising the dead? Why not? ...
because that is not our experience of resurrection. Imagine churches around the
world seeking to raise from the dead all who have died as a result of the COVID virus!
It is truly unimaginable.
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There’s another significant argument that suggests God’s power is limited. It’s the
fact that we can clearly imagine a better world than the one we inhabit. It’s not a
world of no pain or no struggle but it is a world where there would be much less
suffering, violence or disaster. As Kenneth Cauthen says, “I cannot imagine an
omnipotent, infinitely intelligent, loving God as the Author of the evolutionary
process that actually occurred.” We should recall the classic distinction between the
optimist and the pessimist. The optimist believes this is the best of all possible
worlds. The pessimist believes that the optimist is right! 2
Having said all this let us acknowledge that we experience the world as potentially
and essentially good. Peter Berger in his book A Rumour of Angels says that humour
is a “signal of transcendence”. Being able to laugh at ourselves is a way of saying that
we can break free from the things that imprison us. Sport is also a “signal of
transcendence” because play transports us to “the deathlessness of childhood”. ‘Joie
de vivre’ (joy of living) is frequently experienced in the relationships we have within
families and between friends and colleagues. Despite the calamity of the pandemic
the creativity of people on the internet and the joyous humour often captured by
that creativity has been a refreshing delight. This life in which we share is a gift
brought into being by whatever caused it to be and our experience of that life leads
us to believe that the Originator must be good and must have a wicked sense of
humour. But our experience also suggests that the Originator is limited in the ability
to bring it about in the best possible way.
If we can open ourselves up to this way of thinking about God we can emerge from
our COVID Cocoon without cringing because we believe in God. More importantly
our God is our spirit-companion, our mentor, our friend. Our God works in our world
not by interventions that break all the rules of nature and science but through the
echo of our spirits with God’s spirit. While Quakers call it the Inner Light or the
Inward Light we would talk in terms of God’s spirit or the Holy Spirit.
5

This makes our evangelical task not one of converting people to a particular worldview but helping awaken in them an awareness of that divine spark which all living
creatures will share in one degree or another.
Finally, from a Christian perspective, Jesus is the human face of God. Not because he
was God, we can only speculate about that, but because through his absolute
commitment to unconditional love, which led to his death on a cross, and the
resurrection experience of the first disciples, we are given entry to the very heart of
life’s meaning. That heart, I think, is best expressed in Jesus’ own words, “No one has
greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.” (John 15:13) That
love is not unique to Jesus. We see it at work in so many ways throughout the world
and particularly, at this time, in the work of those delivering frontline or essential
services. It ranges from those in health care who risk their lives offering life-saving
services to those who serve in supermarkets and similar facilities. Theirs is truly
Christ-like behaviour.

Questions for Reflection/Discussion
1.

What is your Joie de vivre? What makes life sparkle for you?

2.

If God is not omnipotent how powerful do you think God needs to be? Can
you provide an example?

3.

What should be our strategy for awakening ourselves and each other to the
divine spark within?
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End Notes (refer to superscripts in the text)
1

To indulge in a bit of philosophical thinking for a moment the issue is that a loving and good God
would want to prevent or overcome all possible evil and the suffering that goes with it. If God is
also all powerful, then evil and suffering should not be realities, but they are. So, either God
cannot overcome evil and suffering or God chooses not to do so. If the former, then God is not
omnipotent but limited in power, if the latter, then God’s love and moral integrity are called into
question. Which option is more true to our experience? I would suggest that the answer is
obvious. It is the former. God is limited in power.
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Kenneth Cauthen sums up where this takes us in a superb paragraph.
“Therefore, I conclude that there is a Divine Creativity at the heart of things that is good in intent
and character but limited in power and ability. Only a finite God of the type I imagine could be
responsible for bringing into being the current world with all the horrors, waste, chance, and
suffering present in the evolutionary process that is in our human background. Nature shows on
TV are mainly about animals eating each other or engaging in reproductive behaviour. The sex is
nice (except where one partner devours the other when it is all over!), but the process in which life
devours life and has to, [in order] to survive, suggests that nature has a split within itself, an inner
contradiction. That is my final reason for thinking of God as I do. The present world structure is
not the product of a rational design in the mind of an Infinitely Intelligent, Benevolent Creator that
just appeared by divine fiat or that worked itself out in time in every detail according to the plan.
The cosmos and human beings as we know them came by about by a long process of natural
evolution that has a purposive element in it but that includes lots of chance, accident, and
happenstance such that things could have come out a lot differently than they did. It involves
purpose and chance, law and contingency, causal determination and random happenings.”
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