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Eighty years ago, Thornton Wilder, in his Pulitzer Prize winning novel The Bridge of San Luis Rey, dealt with the ancient question of whether all tragedy that occurs in life is the result of chance, or perhaps may be the result of God’s intervention: Is it because events in life are random and people just happen to have the misfortune of being in the wrong place at the wrong time, or could there be some mysterious power behind it all--perhaps the will of God-- and thus be part of some larger divine plan.  Set in Lima, Peru in the year 1714, Wilder’s book interweaves the stories of five people who die when an ancient rope bridge breaks and sends them plunging into a gulf.  A Franciscan monk, Brother Juniper, witnesses the accident and spends his remaining time amassing evidence to explain why God singled out these five for premature death.  By investigating the lives of those five persons, the young priest believes he can get into the mind of God and determine why God seems to get involved in human affairs at some times and NOT at others.  
The victims make up a motley cast of characters.  There’s the Marquesa de Montmayor and her maid, Pepita, who both die when the bridge falls.  The Marquesa is an awkward, homely old woman who was forced into an arranged marriage at an early age.  At the time of her death, she is estranged from the one person she loves most in the world, her daughter Clara.  There is Esteban, the twin brother of Manuel, whose recent death has left Esteban feeling suicidal.  It is because he has decided to “push on” and to go to sea that he is on the bridge at the exact moment of its collapse.  There is Uncle Pio, who has devoted much of his life to Camila Perichole, the most celebrated actress of her time.  In addition to guiding her career, he has been an adventurer, a linguist, a teacher, and an expert on Spanish literature, especially the literature of the theater.  He is traveling on the bridge that fateful day with Camila’s little son Jaime because he is going to spend a year educating the boy.
For six years, the monk interviewed hundreds of persons and filled scores of notebooks in an effort to prove that the deaths of those individuals were the result of an act of God, but in the end, he is unable to come to any conclusion about it.  A church tribunal eventually declares his work heretical and he and his book are sentenced to be burned in the city square.  Wilder never answers his own question but leaves it up to the reader to decide. 
Last week, I came across a more modern version of virtually the very same story.  The New York Times had an article entitled “Brave, Foolhardy and Just Unlucky: The Lives Claimed by Hurricane Irene.”  It went on to profile five persons who died as a result of the hurricane that battered the East Coast a few weeks back.  The first was a 39 year-old member of the First Aid and Rescue Squad in Princeton, N.J.  He loved to help people so that when we he wasn’t being a lawyer with his own computer consulting company, he was responding to emergencies in the area.  In the early hours of Sunday morning, he was called to investigate a car that had been swept up in a flash flood and in which no one was sure whether someone was in it or not.  Wearing a helmet and flotation vest, he was tethered to another volunteer when he slipped in the morning darkness and was swept away by the current’s fury.  Because their line got snagged, it became necessary to cut it.  When he was eventually pulled out, he went into cardiac arrest and died shortly afterwards at the hospital.  He left behind a wife and a three year-old daughter. 
The second was a 68 year-old retired plumber from the Bronx who was originally from Puerto Rico.  He was described by his sister as “a man who was loved by everybody” and “an expert in the water.”  His wife had recently bought him a fishing boat and he wanted to go down to the marina to see if it was undamaged.  No one knows what happened, only that his body was found floating in the nearby waters later on that afternoon.
The third was a 46 year-old museum assistant at the New England Carousel Museum in Bristol, Connecticut.  He had gone to a friend’s house earlier in the day to help fix up his bathroom- he loved doing things like that.  After they were finished, he and his friend decided to take a look at the storm damage in his friend’s canoe.  In the swift waters of the Pequabuck River, the canoe capsized and both were swept away.  His friend made it back safely to shore but he didn’t.
Another was a 63 year-old retired mechanic who loved horses.  He spent much of his time tending to six of them on his farm just outside Nashville, North Carolina.  Afraid whether they had enough to eat, he left his house and began walking across the yard to gather some hay for them.  On the way, a massive tree limb sheared off by the storm crashed down upon him, killing him instantly.
A fifth was an 11 year-old boy from Newport News, Virginia.  He was an honor student who was already talking about going to Harvard.  He was torn as to whether to become a writer or a race car driver.  On Saturday around noon, as the hurricane lashed the area, he was asleep in his bed when the roof of the house was suddenly ripped off and he was carried away.  Rescuers eventually found him and dug out his body.  After examining the deaths of these five persons, the writer leaves the question of “why” up to the reader to answer, implying that life is typically random- that some had died courageously, some had lost their lives fool-heartedly, while others just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
As we remember the attack on the Pentagon and World Trade Center ten years ago this morning, our theology and faith offers us the tools and the perspective to ask and then try to answer the very difficult question that neither Wilder nor the Times journalist could- the question of “why.”  After those two skyscrapers were reduced to a giant pile of rubble and became a grave for almost three thousand persons, Americans found themselves in the throes of a deep emotional and spiritual crisis.  Our country no longer seemed so all-powerful, so invulnerable as it once had and it caused many to wonder how a handful of terrorists could successfully bring down the world’s most important financial center and paralyze the richest, most powerful nation in history.
On ANOTHER level, however, persons of faith found themselves asking questions like “How could a good God allow such evil to triumph?  Could this have actually been part of God’s will?  Where IS God to be found when such tragedy occurs in life?”  On the one hand, there were those who attributed the event to random occurrence or blind chance.  They argued that the victims of 9/11 were “unlucky,” that they just happened to be at the wrong place at the wrong time when those planes hit the towers.  On the other hand, there were those who attributed it to some mysterious and unalterable plan or purpose which we are helpless to do anything about.  They argued that there had to be some mysterious will or hand behind it all which either intended or permitted that terrible tragedy to happen in the first place.  These are the same persons who often say in the wake of a terrible loss, “Everything happens for a reason.  It must have been their time to go.”  
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In our Old Testament Lesson, the author of Ecclesiastes spends a good portion of his book trying to make the case that human beings have no freedom, that every act or thought is dictated by a will power that resides outside of us.  He concludes that one’s efforts really make no difference in the whole scheme of things.  If everything we are and have accomplished in life is ALREADY scripted by God, then why bother at all?  How can we ever change that which has already been appointed?  Everything occurs as it has been determined so there is no place for human freedom.  Even our inmost emotions, our loves and our hatreds are products of a universal necessity.  Therefore, his conclusion is that we might as well eat, drink, and be merry for tomorrow we are all going to die anyway.
Ecclesiastes is a stoic and a fatalist and life for him is devoid of any real promise or hope.  We live in an ordered world in which we have our own fixed place in it.  He asks us, therefore, to accept life as it is and to handle it the best we can.  He would look upon the collapse of the World Trade Center and the deaths of those many hurricane victims as God’s will which couldn’t be altered.  Because it was already part of the Creator’s plan, to protest against it would be futile.  Therefore, his advice would be that we should accept it, find what little consolation we can in the midst of it, and then move on.
Well our New Testament lesson offers another prescription ENTIRELY.  St. Paul has an understanding of the meaning of life that Ecclesiastes does NOT have.  For him, human history, including all the moments of our lives, is filled with the presence of God’s activity and love.  Rather than pre-programmed robots, we are God’s CHILDREN whom God loves with an everlasting love.  Contrary to Ecclesiastes, God DOES endow us with freedom–the freedom to make decisions–but because God is working in our spirits, always reminding us that he is there for us, speaking to our heart of hearts how he loves us so, we find our will, our desires, our intentions slowly bending in the direction of GOD’S intentions for us.  God gives us the power to create a life filled with love and faith and meaning and courage BECAUSE he is at work in us and in our situation, shaping it for our good.  As Paul says in Romans, regardless of what happens to us, God is able to work all things for good with them that love him.  We are able to transform our experiences for the good, in spite of how tragic the circumstances may be, because a GOOD God is at work in us and through us, helping us to trust in his presence and to rely upon his grace.

If he were here today, St. Paul would look upon the collapse of the World Trade Center NOT as the will of God--God didn’t want those people to die—but the result of inhabiting a world that is broken, a world in which natural and moral and spiritual chaos reigns, a world which is simply at cross-purposes with God’s OWN will.  Hurricanes like Irene and Katrina, the destructive tornadoes that ravaged Joplin and Tuscaloosa earlier this year, earthquakes like the one that leveled Port-Au-Prince, Haiti, and the tsunami that devastated much of coastal Japan this past spring are all examples of this brokenness, of how our world is but a poor shadow of what God originally intended it to be.
Likewise, the wreckage of those two towers in downtown New York speaks not of a vengeful, spiteful God but of just how intense and widespread human pride and vanity and arrogance and hatred can be.  The deaths of those twenty-seven hundred individuals were not caused by impersonal forces such as fate or chance or misfortune, of their being in the wrong place at the wrong time.  NO, it was the result of HUMAN EVIL.  It was the work of cold, calculating persons who deliberately and wantonly intended to inflict as much death and destruction on as many innocent persons as they could.  Islam is a noble religion and those who kill innocents in the name of Allah are not true Muslims- they are EVIL; there’s no other word to describe them and what they did.  And so whether in nature, in our relationships, or in our own hearts, dark passions and selfish impulses are always lurking just beneath the surface.  It is what the Bible calls “sin” and what it means is that the world and everything in it is twisted and broken at its core with the result that it does not work or function the way God originally intended it to.  
But where Ecclesiastes instructs us to stoically accept suffering and tragedy when it occurs, that we must walk through life with a stiff upper lip because it is what it is and it can’t be changed, Paul tells us OTHERWISE.  He says that with faith we CAN make a difference.  He says that a seemingly tragic event may become REDEMPTIVE, that is, that it can--with God’s help--become an opportunity for emotional and spiritual growth, an opportunity to discover a transcendent power at work in us and in the world, a chance to witness to God’s power and grace and love where others would never EXPECT to see it.
Howard Thurman–a pastor, professor, and writer of extraordinary depth–served as a spiritual mentor to Martin Luther King, Jr.  In his book Deep is the Hunger, he draws for the reader a distinction between “fate” and “destiny,” particularly as touching human affairs.  For Thurman, fate is composed of all those things that enter our lives unannounced and unpredicted.  These are events that seem to occur by chance, by accident and without meaning and purpose.  Fate comes alike to the poor and rich, the “good” and the “bad,” the guilty and the innocent, often leaving a lot of fear and destruction behind.  The toppling of the World Trade Center and the devastation produced by Hurricanes Katrina and Irene would be examples of the lives of human beings being impacted by what he would term “fate.”
On the other hand, there is “destiny.”  Destiny for Thurman is what a person DOES with fate.  Where fate comes to one uninvited and unanticipated, destiny is how one DEALS with such moments.  Where fate is GIVEN, destiny is WON.  Destiny is the “freedom” God gives us to do something about it, to be constructive with the materials that fate hands us.  It is determining what we shall DO with our circumstances and not simply throwing up our hands like Ecclesiastes and declaring “Oh hell, what’s the use ANYWAY.”  WITHOUT such freedom, we would be consigned to our fate almost as a spectator or a victim would- passively and powerlessly resigned to our circumstances.  
For Thurman, this is where “faith” comes in.  Faith is the one resource that enables us to make sense out of life.  It empowers us to handle whatever life hands us REGARDLESS how tragic.  Faith does not ask us to resign ourselves to whatever happens since it has been appointed by God and can’t be changed.  Rather, it recognizes that a loving God is present to us, even in the midst of our darkest moments, keeping us in the palm of his hand, preserving us from slipping into the slough of despair.  It is the quiet confidence that we are not alone and that with God’s help, we shall get through whatever it is we are experiencing and after all is said and done, emerge a much bigger, better, and stronger person for it.

About a dozen years ago, Eleanor--one of the members of my last church--suffered a sudden and terrible fall on a small piece of ice that left her with a broken neck.  In one brief instant, her life was changed forever.  Since then, this woman--who for many years served as a head nurse at a leading hospital--has had to endure an endless number of operations followed each time by months of rehabilitation to alleviate the pain.  It has left her with limited mobility and dependent upon a walker, and yet through it all she has never lost her faith or sense of humor. In my last visit with her, she was experiencing increasing numbness in her hands which the doctors predicted would eventually leave them useless.  Yet she remains one of the most positive and optimistic persons I know, never allowing her physical problems to discourage her.  I marveled every time I was with her for the discussion was never about her OWN problems but on all the things she found herself so grateful for and how concerned she was about her old friends who continued to ail and needed prayer.
I had another member named Lula.  Lula is a large black woman who worked at GE for many years.  About twenty years ago, she suffered a major stroke which left her confined to a wheelchair with severe paralysis.  Since then, her life has been a constant battle with pain along with weekly trips to the doctor for therapy.  Ten years ago, the circulation in her right leg was SO bad they had to remove it, and five years after that, the OTHER leg had to be removed.  While her body refuses to respond the way it once did, her mind remains clear and sharp.  In a slow slurred voice, she told me on many occasions how it was the love of her family and friends and her faith in God which has been the two greatest factors in helping her to deal with her condition. Like Eleanor, she TOO is a woman of incredible faith and optimism.  She does not feel sorry for herself nor does she harbor any anger towards God.  Rather, she thanks God for his daily presence and constant grace, without which she would not be alive today.  Lula will always be ANOTHER inspiration to me.
Friends, we do INDEED inhabit a broken world in which sudden and unforeseen events lurk just outside our door, a world in which pain and sickness, suffering and even death may strike at any moment.  Wars and natural disasters and the attack on the World Trade Center ten years ago are evidence of the terrible brokenness outside us and all around us while the fear and hatred and loneliness and sorrow they engender are proof of the brokenness inside each of us.  But rather than blame fate or curse God or resign ourselves to “Oh well, that’s just how life goes,” our comfort lies in knowing that there IS One who will not allow us to endure more than we can handle, One who is always there for us, One who is able to work all things for good with them that love him.  His name is Jesus and if we can trust him, we just may begin to see the broken parts of our lives gradually put back together right so that over time we will finally become everything God has meant us to be.  Amen and amen.
