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Why?  Isn’t that the most common, most troublesome and 
troubling, most human of all questions?  Why?  Why her?  Why him?  
Why them?  Why me? 

We are sentient, thinking, curious beings.  We want to know the 
why of things, how things happen, but more importantly we want to 
know the moral why.  What was the cause, morally speaking?  What 
was the purpose?  Such a question is a turning point in how we see 
the world, how we understand ourselves and our life, what we feel 
about God, or even whether we think there is a God at all. 

Things happen to all of us at some time or other that bring forth 
that question of why.  Pilate killed some Galileans while they were at 
worship.  Why was that?  Why did it happen to them?  Some 
Jerusalemites were killed when a tower in Siloam fell on them?i  Why 
them?  Human evil, natural evil.  Tragedy, human caused and natural 
calamity.  Everyone potentially is victim to sudden violence and 
suffering without seeming cause or reason, but we want to know why.  
Why them?  Why me? 

Quite some time ago there was a collision between two 
helicopters which killed 19 people.  An investigator spoke about it 
saying that they would investigate every mechanical cause of the 
crash and they will be able to tell you every minute detail of what 
happened, what direction they were going and how fast, whether 
something broke down or malfunctioned.  The report will conclude that 
the collision happened because of this and that, but it won’t satisfy the 
loved ones of those killed.  “…and it really won’t satisfy us, either,” he 
said.  “After you have investigated a number of fatal crashes you 
understand that the mechanical sequence of events doesn’t really tell 
you why they happened.  So why did these two helicopters crash?  
Because stuff happens, that’s why.”  Stuff happens.  There was no 
purpose, no moral cause.  Stuff just happens.ii 

But, as he said, that doesn’t satisfy anyone.  Not even the 
investigators giving the answer.  Why?  A troubling and troublesome 
question. 
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There is, of course, another related question that is almost as 
troubling and troublesome, and certainly as human.  It relates to the 
opposite situation, to success, fulfillment, prosperity and satisfaction, 
and the lack of those things.  Why?  Why not me?  Why am I not as 
successful, prosperous, fulfilled, satisfied?  Why not me? 

There is a tendency in most of us, if not all of us, to think, to 
imagine, that the answer to the question must somehow be within us.  
Somehow, we must be at fault.  It’s like a holdover from the 
superstitious days of the pantheon of Roman and Greek gods when we 
think we must have displeased one of them for this evil to befall us, or 
for this good to be withheld.  Even though we have long since given up 
those kind of intellectual beliefs in favour of a more scientific, rational 
view of the world this tendency to look for blame persists.  There must 
be some cause and that cause has to do with ourselves and our 
behaviour, and with God and with our relationship with God. 

There is, of course, a modicum of truth in this search for cause 
and effect.  We know that there are many things that do cause 
problems to develop.  The lack of use of seatbelts in cars and 
lifejackets in boats causes more accident fatalities.  Smoking causes 
cancer, heart disease and other illnesses.  Overeating, alcoholism, 
addictions, all these things have a negative and potentially fatal impact 
on our lives. 

Likewise, the opposite is true.  A healthy lifestyle leads to more 
energy, more enjoyment of life, even more success.  The Puritans 
were successful in business because they were scrupulously honest, 
and those who did business with them knew they could be trusted. 

There are also many places in the Bible where the cause and 
effect relationship between faithful behaviour and success, or its 
opposite, is declared. 

“Blessed are those who walk not in the counsel of the wicked, nor 
stand in the way of sinners, nor sit in the seat of scoffers; but their 
delight is in the law of the Lord, and on God’s law they meditate day 
and night.…In all that they do, they prosper.  The wicked are not so, 
but are like chaff which the wind drives away.”iii 

That is a firmly established tradition in Scripture, and most of us 
believe it.  At least we believe it when we are assailed or when success 
is lacking, and we are overcome with emotions outduelling our 
thoughts. 
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Thornton Wilder’s novel, The Bridge of San Luis Rey, begins with 
these words, “On Friday noon, July the 20th, 1714, the finest bridge in all 
Peru broke and precipitated five travelers into the gulf below.”  Brother 
Juniper looked at that bridge the moment it broke.  He watched the 
people fall and it moved him greatly.  “Why?  Why did these five die?”  
And so, he embarks on a mission looking for the reason, but he can find 
none.  These five are no better or no worse than anyone else.  There is 
no reason why they should die and not those who passed minutes earlier 
or would have passed minutes later.iv 

At a meeting some years ago, I heard a Third World theologian 
cry, “When you look at the poor, suffering people of my country, do 
you really think that we are more sinful than you who bask in 
prosperity?  Are we less faithful than you?” 

In an interview on the CBC, a quadriplegic man, whose name I 
didn’t record, said that a turning point came for him when a friend had 
the nerve to respond to his question, “Why me?” by asking, “Why not 
you?”  “Why not me, indeed,” he said.  “I am no different than anyone 
else.  Why not me?”  That was a turning point in his acceptance of his 
condition, and the beginning of the development of a new life. 

But it isn’t really satisfying, is it?  It begs a larger question, “Why 
anyone?”  Why does anyone need to become a quadriplegic, or die 
suddenly and tragically, or suffer horribly, or not receive the success 
and fulfillment that their efforts seem to warrant?  Why does anyone 
need to suffer from human evil or natural calamity?  Why? 

Carl English is a professional basketball player who played in 
Italy, Spain, Croatia and Greece before becoming a player coach for 
the St. John’s Edge.  His college years were spent playing for the 
University of Hawaii Rainbow Warriors basketball team.  English grew 
up in Patrick’s Cove, Newfoundland, population 50.  When still in 
university, he was asked what he thought about living 10,000 miles 
from home in Hawaii.  He said it can be boring.  Everyday it’s 82 
degrees, that’s about 29 degrees Celsius, and sunny.  Eighty-two 
degrees and sunny everyday, and that’s boring.  I miss the fog, he 
said. 

It struck me that if we ignore the extremes of suffering and 
success and focus on the more common, mundane, everyday ups and 
downs, it isn’t always clear what is up and what is down, and varies 
with our own interpretation. 
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About forty-five years ago, when computers were being brought 
into companies, the accounts receivable clerk where I worked in the 
summer was going crazy.  Hours were long.  Nothing seemed to work 
and after 25 years with the company, he quit.  He just couldn’t take it 
anymore.  Imagine that.  What a tragedy after 25 years! 

A couple of weeks later he came back to visit all smiles.  He had 
a new job.  Fifty percent more money.  Less stress.  “I should have 
quit years ago,” he said.  What had appeared a tragedy was now a 
turning point to a better life. 

Rabbi Hirsch, a survivor of the Holocaust, tells a story about the 
ancient rabbi Baal Shem-Gov.  One day, the rabbi and his students 
were standing on a hill when they noticed foreign troops invading their 
town.  From their vantagepoint on the hill, they were able to see all 
the horror and violence of the attack.  The rabbi looked up to Heaven 
and cried out, “Oh, if only I were God.” 

A student asked, “But, Master, if you were God, what would you 
do differently?”  The rabbi answered him, “If I were God, I would do 
nothing differently.  If I were God, I would understand.”v 

But you and I are not God.  As the reading from Isaiah this 
morning said, “My thoughts are not your thoughts, neither are your 
ways my ways, says the Lord.  For as the heavens are higher than the 
earth, so are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts higher 
than your thoughts.”vi 

That may not be satisfying in times of inner turmoil over 
suffering or lack of success but it is true.  The why of something is not 
immediately available to us and often is not available at all.  Indeed, 
there may not even be a why.  It might just be a just so story.  This is 
just the way it is with no reason.  And so, when the disciples come to 
Jesus and they ask him about the Galileans, victims to human evil, and 
the Jerusalemites, victims of natural calamity, he doesn’t give them an 
answer that will satisfy their questions.  Do you think these were 
worse sinners because they suffered, do you think these were worse 
offenders because they died?  No, is his answer.  Not a very satisfying 
answer. 

Then he gives them the most satisfying answer of all, a turning 
point, not an answer of the head but one of the heart.  “Unless you 
repent you will all likewise perish.”vii  Repent and live.  Repent before it 
is too late and live before you die.  As Isaiah proclaimed, “Seek the 
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Lord while the Lord may be found; call upon the Lord while the Lord is 
near.”  God will give you mercy and abundant pardon, satisfaction of 
your needs, love and delight and joy – life.viii 

When Viktor Frankl, the Jewish psychiatrist and founder of 
logotherapy, was taken by the Nazis to Auschwitz he had the 
manuscript of his life’s work sewn in the lining of his coat.  The coat 
was striped from him and replaced with worn-out rags of an inmate 
who had gone to the gas chambers and in the pocket he found only 
one piece of paper.  It was a page from the Hebrew prayer book, 
which contained the main Jewish prayer, Shema Yisrael  (Hear, O 
Israel! The Lord our God is one God.  And you shall love the Lord your 
God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your might.) 

“How should I have interpreted such a ‘coincidence’ other than as 
a challenge to live my thoughts instead of merely putting them on 
paper?”  Later, as Frankl reflected on his ordeal, he wrote in his book 
Man’s Search For Meaning, “There is nothing in the world that would 
so effectively help one to survive even the worst conditions, as the 
knowledge that there is a meaning in one’s life.  There is much wisdom 
in the words of Nietzsche:  ‘[Those] who [have] a why to live for can 
bear almost any how.’”ix 

And what is that why, what is the purpose?  To love the Lord 
your God with all your heart and with all your soul and with all your 
might.  Repent, turn back to God and live. 

We have a choice in life.  We can focus on the past preoccupied 
with cause and effect, sin and consequences or we can focus on the 
future.  God is out in the future calling us to new life, if only we turn to 
God again. 

We are tempted all of us, when life doesn’t go our way, when we 
suffer, when we face death, when we do not get what we think we 
deserve, to ask, is it our fault?  Is it our sin that caused this?  Is this a 
punishment from God? 

Our common experience says no.  Sometimes the innocent suffer 
and the evil prosper. 

The Biblical tradition of Job says no. 
The Biblical tradition of Jesus says no.  Jesus says that God cares 

deeply for those who suffer, for the poor, the maimed and crippled, 
the suffering, the victim.  Their suffering is not their fault. 
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Jesus’ own suffering and death, the suffering and death of an 
innocent one at the hands of lawless people says no. 

And to those who asked him the question directly, he said no.  
Rather Jesus says give up the question and repent, turn back to God 
and you will live.  As C. S. Lewis once wrote, “[You] can no more 
diminish God’s glory by refusing to worship [God] than a lunatic can 
put out the sun by scribbling the word ‘darkness’ on the walls of his 
cell.”x 

So turn from darkness to the glory of God. 
Turn from imprisonment to freedom. 
Turn from pain to God’s comfort. 
Turn from the past to the future. 
Turn from death to life. 
Turn from fear to God. 
This is not logical and reasonable.  It isn’t aimed at the head but 

at the heart.  Pay attention to the pain within your heart.  Use the 
distress, the vulnerability, the fear that you experience as a prod to 
turn you back to God and to life.  It is never too late.  God is waiting.xi 

So may it be for you and me.  So may it be.  Amen. 
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