


























Thought for the Day,
15 January 2010

The word “theodicy” was coined

by G. W. Leibniz, the 18th century
philosopher. It refers to the attempt to jus-
tify the existence of God despite the over-
whelming fact of human suffering. Theo-
dicy is what Leibniz called his own the-
sis that, out of the various possible worlds
God could have created, God might have
created the best of these; namely, a world
containing less suffering than all the oth-
er options available. In this way Leibniz
argued it was at least logically possible a
merciful God created a world contain-
ing the degree of suffering that this world
manifestly contains.

In 1755, years after Leibniz’ argument
achieved notoriety, a massive earthquake
wrecked Lisbon, Portugal on the morning
of November 1. It was the popular feast
day, All Saints’. The quake left a 15 foot-
wide crack running down the middle of
the city’s main street. Locals watched the
Atlantic tide disappear, only to watch it re-
turn as a huge wave which drowned most
of them: some 40,000 thousand people
were killed.

It was in the face of this disaster that Vol-
taire mounted his celebrated attack on
Leibniz in the novel, Candide. Voltaire
cast Leibniz as the book’s foolish Dr. Pan-
gloss, who readily trotted out the absurd,
best-of-all-possible-worlds idea despite
chronic misfortune. The satire was biting,
In effect, Voltaire said, “All theologians
care about is getting God off the hook!”
Theodicy, Voltaire insisted, was a moral
disgrace, a sick joke.

I can’t tell you why God can allow so many
innocent people to die in natural disasters
such as the Lisbon and Haiti earthquakes;
and I can quite understand how many will
find in these events proof-positive that

religious people indulge an escapist day-
dream, like the butt of Candide,, the be-
nighted Pangloss.

Yet I still believe. For there exists a place
in me - much deeper than my rational self
- where I am compelled to answer trag-
edies, not with argument, but with prayer.
I think what people find in religion on a
very basic level is not the answers to life’s
hardest questions, but a means of living
satisfactorily without rationalistic answers
at all. That is why a tragedy like Hai-
ti doesn’t suddenly wake up believers en
masse to the supposed folly of their faith.
On the contrary, tragedy commonly tends
to deepen the sense of a need for God.

To most of those who profess it, faith mat-
ters quite apart from any foundation it has
(or doesn’t have) in systematic thought.
Leibniz’ claim to justification tries to ex-
plain away something that properly exists
on another level, I think. In the agony of
disastet’s aftermath, I leave the arguments
to others. This rather is a time quietly to
light a candle for Haiti’s people; to offer
them up to God in our prayers. May the
souls of the departed rest in peace.

—The Rev. Dr. Giles Fraser, Canon Chancellor
of t. Paul’s Cathedral, 1.ondon.

The purpose of Lent is not primarily to
commemorate the 40-day fast of Christ in
the wilderness which immediately followed
his baptism; in the ancient Church Lent was,
above all things, the period of spiritual train-
ing and instruction which preceded initiation
into the Christian Mysteries by the Sacrament
of Baptism. The proper time for initia-
tion was Easter Eve, because the Sunday of
the Resurrection is the greatest feast of the
whole year — representing the fulfilment of
the Incarnation, whereas Christmas is only
the beginning,

— Alan W. Watts, Myth and Ritual in
Christianity (1968)

On the Occasion
of a Disaster

I. Collect: Compassionate God, whose
Son Jesus wept at the grave of his friend
Lazarus: Draw near to us in this time of
sorrow and anguish, comfort those who
mourn, strengthen those who are weary,
encourage those in despair, and lead us all
to fullness of life; through the same Jesus
Christ, our Savior and Redeemer, who liv-
eth and reigneth with thee, in the unity
of the Holy Spirit, God for ever and ever.
Amen.

II. Collect: Compassionate God, whose
Son Jesus wept at the grave of his friend
Lazarus: Draw near to us in this time of
sorrow and anguish, comfort those who
mourn, strengthen those who are weary,
encourage those in despair, and lead us
all to fullness of life; through the same Je-
sus Christ, our Savior and Redeemer, who
lives and reigns with you, in the unity of
the Holy Spirit, God for ever and ever.
Amen.

Psalm Lessons

60:1-5 Job 14:7-13

or 130 or Jeremiah 31:15-20
or 80:1-7

or 23 Romans 8:35-38

or Revelation 21:1-7

or Romans 8:18-25

Luke 6:20-26

or Mark 13:14-27

Preface of God the Son

or Preface of the Commemoration of the
Dead

— Propers approved at General Convention for in-
clusion in Holy Women, Holy Men, a forthcoming
supplement to the BCP.
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