Theodicy


Can God Help Chronic Illness?
L’Abri UK; 05 February, 2010

I made a mistake on the title and mixed up the words “critical” and “chronic” I know that other people’s illnesses are boring, but I need to give you an idea of why I want to talk about the problem of “Chronic Illness”
I also want to warn you here and now that there are no easy answers to the problems I want to talk about. Note my subtitle: “A personal journey into Theodicy” – the emphasis I am making here is on the word “personal”: What I want to do is to explore the situation and suggest ways in which we might approach the problems. 
For more than 25 years my Life has largely been dominated by an illness called ME (Myalgic Encaphalitis) in the UK or CFS (Chronic Fatigue Syndrome) more commonly in the USA. CFS as a name also used over here, in fact it is the name preferred by the medical profession. 

The dominant symptoms are profound tiredness, mental confusion, joint aches and for me, severe headaches. It is a bit like having flu all the time – and those days are the good days!
I was first affected in 1985 and it took a year before I could do a full week's work again. I managed to work for another 11 years (working about 18 days out of every 20 – a day off here and there) but another attack in March 1997 has left me too ill to work since then.

It is a very difficult illness to define. There are about 15 or so symptoms that people have reported and there is no clear pattern to help define how you get it. Basically, we are dealing with a multi symptom illness that has multiple factors that may have caused it. Several other illnesses have a very similar pattern of symptoms and causes. Gulf War Syndrome; exposure to organophosphates – such as sheep dips. Post Polio Syndrome, FMS (Fibro-Myalgia Syndrome), Lupus, Lyme Disease, Epstein Barr, Post Viral Malaise – the list goes on. In fact, I think that we may be dealing with a complex of illnesses which have been lumped under the one heading with a complicated range of unknown causes.

Let me just point out that despite what is taught in medical schools over here, the word “syndrome” just means a list of symptoms. It does not mean that the symptoms are within the head of the patient – think of Auto-Immune Deficiency Syndrome, no-one would think of telling someone suffering from AIDS that they were imagining their problems.

Unfortunately, as part of the history of this illness at one point the paperwork for all cases was reviewed by a couple of medics – they did not see a single patient – and they decided that all cases were caused by depression. They specifically excluded that one might become depressed because one was ill and in essence defined the illness as being only caused by depression. This viewpoint has dominated treatment methodologies over here in the UK ever since.

Now: Being a Christian means that I don’t make such a distinction between mind and body, between arms and legs on the one hand and mind and emotions on the other hand. I think that we are whole persons, a single organism. I do not deny that some people may have the symptoms of this illness because they are clinically depressed. But: I doubt very much whether everyone that I know with ME/CFS and who suffers from depression is ill because they are depressed.

In my case, a couple of very senior psychiatrists have said that my character is such that they doubt if I can become clinically depressed. My illness is not caused by depression.

I do also accept that as I learn to cope with an illness then I might decide that I should not do some things – maybe not to walk even half a mile - and begin to live a bit like a couch potato. Then, later, even if I were to get better, I might continue to tell myself that I cannot walk any distance. Apart from being unfit, I might have trained myself to a low expectation and my expectations will define what I can do. I will need to re-train myself – a more simple example is one that I expect you all will know is true of yourselves. If you stay up to 3 every morning for weeks on end and get up at midday day after day, then it becomes quite an effort to re-train yourself to a schedule that is more in tune with the working world. You don’t think so? Then why does jet-lag require time and or effort to overcome…. (I am not saying that ME/CFS is like jet-lag, merely saying that our bodies are trained to one timezone and need re-training to another when we fly) Now add into that that the problem that you are unused to making that kind of effort anyway and it becomes more and more difficult.

Another names – CFIDS – Chronic Fatigue Immune Deficiency Syndrome gives a clue to what is wrong with at least some people. They have a dysfunction of the immune system. In fact there are several thousand papers world-wide dealing with biochemical and physiological differences between sufferers and the normal population.
To conclude, I think that we may be dealing with a complex of illnesses with a complicated range of unknown causes.
The dominant symptoms are:

1. profound tiredness both overall and in specific joints with joint and muscle pain. (there was a woman who had sailed round the world but when she became ill there were days when she could not lift a hairbrush) Dr Lapp in the USA says the there is not a word in the English language which adequately describes the ‘fatigue’ aspect

2. mental confusion. The usual description is ‘brain like porridge’ I would prefer the image of custard. One can draw a line through the custard with a spoon, but it soon smoothes out and disappears. Sometimes it is so bad that I can start a sentence and suddenly realise that I have forgotten a word – and by the time I have found a synonym then I have forgotten what the sentence was about

3. Headaches, sore throats, bits going wrong etc:. For me, but not for everyone, the headaches are permanent headaches. To explain what I mean, I was diagnosed with ME in 1985. I can remember a two hour period one afternoon in August 1996 when I did NOT have a headache

That is a tragedy for me, a personal tragedy that has affected my family my relations with others, my work, my whole life

Let me now try to put it into a wider perspective and get back to my title

Can God Help Chronic illness?

There are two ways of looking at that question. 

Firstly is illness just something that is part of this world? Something that just happens? Is God in control or not?

Secondly, Can God help me (ME) in my chronic illness? How do I cope with the problems that I live with and does God have any part to play in the way I cope?

Obviously, how I answer the first question will profoundly influence the way in which I answer the second question so let me look at that first question
I have looked at one person’s illness. mine, and I suspect and hope that you have some sympathy for me. I am here and in front of you. 

You may have suffered your own tragedies, illness, accidents, death of a loved one. You may have suffered hardship, worry and distress because of the current financial climate. I can sympathise with you for I too have suffered such things. Having a chronic illness doesn’t shield you from the world!
We can all stand a bit aloof when it is someone else who is suffering. We are often quick to find ‘reasons’ why they are suffering 

Job’s comforters kept telling Job… “You must have sinned” (But Job knew that wasn’t the case)

We often get into the mantra “it’s a fallen world”

But that doesn’t really help when it is me. When I am ill, when a relative dies, when a close friend loses a baby, all the mantras and platitudes don’t help me then 

I need an answer? An answer for me.

And what about the more ‘global’ disasters

When we hear of something like the Tsunami of 2004 when hundreds of thousands of people died; or the recent Haiti Earthquake; or going back further, the destruction of Pompeii and Herculaneum when the Volcano Vesuvius exploded in AD79

 … we may have a personal sense of distance, but the number of deaths and the overwhelming picture of destruction leave us with an uncomfortable feeling that God is not in control or that if He is in control he is pretty callous and doesn’t seem to care about humanity

In fact according to a UN report: in the last 10 years 60% of the people who died from Natural disasters  died as the result of earthquakes – (465,000) Storms accounted for 22%, and Heat for 11% 
‘disasters’ accounted for more than three-quarters of a million deaths in that period! 

· to put that into perspective about 155,000 people die every day  - about 560 million people over the decade, so that ‘disasters’ account for less than 1.5% of all deaths worldwide. 

· According to the legal sources; In the USA medical error accounts for about 7.5% of all deaths there – that’s nearly twice as many deaths in the USA in a decade as were caused by ‘disasters’ over the whole world in the same decade.

· Over the whole world, in the last decade more people died of traffic related causes than died because of ‘natural’ disasters

But the fact of death on that scale is frightening - and reducing it to statistics does not remove the problem. 
The problem is there if even only one person dies in a tragedy.
It is actually more profound than that. There is a joke that life is a terminal disease – I don’t want to depress you, we are all going to die (unless the Lord comes first). And for most of us our passing will cause sadness and despair for our loved ones. How can a good God be in control if even one person dies?
The theological discussion that tries to deal with the problem of the existence of evil is called “theodicy” which literally means ‘the righteousness of God’ and asks the questions “is God in control?” “Why is there evil?”
Traditionally there have been several answers to that problem, 

The simple one is that we cannot question God. That we are too small to understand His fullness and the very attempt is impious. The world is the way it is and that is how it is. Know that the judge of all the earth does not do wrong (Genesis 18:25) and live your life in trust.
That to me is not really an answer; rather, it is a defence. I do not read in the Bible that I should abandon my thinking. Job was reproved for trying to justify himself before God, not for asking question of God. Jesus told is that when we see twigs begin to bud then we can know that summer is coming. His teaching involved the use of imagery and similes. That means that he expected people to use their minds to recognise the image – and then to use their minds to see how the image applied to what he was talking about. We can learn from our experience. We should learn from our experience. God created us with minds and expects us to use them. 
The mindless trust is not a sufficient answer for me. Rather, like Paul in, say, Romans, I am prepared to argue and discuss, persuade and think.

Leibniz was the man who invented the term ‘Theodicy’ in 1710: Using Augustine’s analogy of a picture with dark patches (what strikes one as ugly in itself may nevertheless add beauty to the whole), Leibniz argues that it is best to have a world of rich variety and “plenitude.” (fullness)  In this view, God chose which world to create from an infinite number of possible worlds that were present as ideas in his mind. Since he wills what is best, the world he created has the greatest possible number of compatible perfections; in Leibniz’s phrase, it is the “best of all possible worlds”.

To me that is not an answer either, it is merely a possible explanation of what is, it does not answer the question is God in charge now?
So let me look at the two main traditional Christian answers.

The first one comes from Irenaeus: He was bishop of Lyon around 180-200  One of his defences against Gnosticism was the doctrine of the apostolic succession: he had learnt at the feet of Polycarp who had learned from John – the beloved disciple who sat at Jesus feet – with Irenaeus we are only three teaching generations from Jesus himself) 

Iranaeus looks to the future and assumes an end-time perspective. The sin of Adam is seen mainly as a lapse due to weakness and immaturity. The Fall as described in Genesis 3 is understood not as a catastrophe for the human race but as something from which humans can learn. In this account, the world is seen as a mixture of good and evil, an environment of growth and development in which humans can mature toward the perfection for which they were created by God and which they finally achieve in heaven. 

The second traditional answer comes from Augustine, the Christian theologian writing around 400-430 who defined and dominated much of the thinking of the early church right up into the reformation and is very important still today. Augustine’s ideas emphasize the importance of the Fall (Adam and Eve’s sin disobedience in Eden, God’s judgment of that sin and their expulsion from the Garden of Eden) and sees all evil as a consequence of this, whether the evil in question is moral (i.e., human wrongful actions and their results) or natural (e.g., diseases and natural disasters). In this idea, natural evil is either a punishment for sin or the result of the disturbance of the order of things through acts of moral evil. A disturbance in the Earth’s ecology, for instance, might be brought about by human greed or merely the valid exploitation of natural resources. The facts of disasters, which we cannot explain away like that, are a direct result of God’s judgment at the Fall when as Paul says in Romans 8 “The whole of creation was subjected to futility”

The Augustinian approach with its emphasis on the results of the Fall has been the dominant Christian approach until recently. It has been held both by evangelicals who uphold an historic “in space and time” Fall and by those who consider Genesis as a myth which explains human sinfulness and the problems of the world

The Iranaeus’ perspective is attracting more supporters nowadays as Evolution theory is embraced by Christians. One has even described this life as “a boot camp for heaven”
Both the Augustinian and the Irenaean approaches appeal to free will: The ability to choose is understood both as being a good thing in and of itself and also because it enables individuals to be held responsible for their choices. 
The occurrence of moral evil (and, for Augustine, natural evil) is the inevitable result of human freedom. God permits sin (moral evil) as the price of freedom. Although Augustine stressed the “fallenness” of the natural world, both he and Irenaeus paid tribute to its beauty, intricacy, and suitability as an environment for human life.
Some theologians have extended these ideas: Natural events, which can harm human beings as well as benefit them, are a necessary requirement to help people grow, both to help us to take moral choices and to help our intellectual growth too. (trying to solve this problem!!)
Examples: 

1. Lightening strikes ‘fix’ atmospheric nitrogen into soluble compounds which are fertilizers but lightening cause fires. 
2. Fires may be necessary for the germination of such plants as the big redwood sequoias in California and in Australia. 
3. Flooding river plains in winter makes them very fertile and productive of crops the following summer.
In these senses these are good events. But storms, fires and floods are dangerous and destructive.

However, they also offer people opportunities to exercise virtues such as bravery and self-sacrifice and to take steps to make themselves safer in the future … 

This moral dimension does not seem to me to be a complete justification for their happening. It does however point to that fact that at least natural phenomena can be partly positive features - if people are not present to get in the way.
Another theological addition to these ideas is to realise that although many people are helped to grow and to mature through suffering, many too are broken or destroyed by it. – the recent example of the suicide of Lynn Gilderdale because she had ME is a vey sad example of someone who was broken by her suffering -  Hence, a further common theological strategy is to appeal to a life after death; the hardships of this life, whether caused by natural evil or by moral evil, are as nothing compared with the rewards to come, and they are a necessary factor in preparing one for the afterlife through moral training and growing maturity.
People who pursue this line of thought realise that we must not just “live in the future” This line of thought must amount to more than saying that there will be rewards in heaven for suffering endured in the world. An appeal to a possible compensation in the afterlife and an “eternal harmony” must not be used to avoid the issues of justice and atonement.
 
The English mystic Julian of Norwich (born 1342) resolved this problem by noting that part of the bliss and fulfilment of those who are saved will be that, at the Last Day, they will see the true reason why God has done all the things he has and the reason too for all the things he has permitted.

Although these strategies may at first seem plausible, the existence of horrendous evil in the world seems ultimately to undermine them, as genuine answers. It is difficult to see if anything is good in some disasters. Some would say that little or nothing good came out of Auschwitz, for example, and nothing can compensate for it. 
Many thinkers, therefore, appeal to mystery at a certain point in their arguments or cast their discussions as defences rather than as theodicies.

If you go to the IPC you will know that the pastor, Doug Curry, is dealing with one aspect of this problem as it appears in the life of Jesus – why does evil occur? For you who have heard him then some of what I say will be familiar to you. This should not be surprising for both of us are using the bible as the main source material. What humans can ‘soup up’ out of their own minds does not carry too much weight. The problem really is a difficult problem and it is possible that the full answer is beyond our understanding. We are not Gods - but he has given us some information. Even if it is not exhaustive information; to my mind it is preferable to work with that information rather than make up our own answers in ignorance.

So what do we know:

1. We know that God created

a. That the creation was “very good”

b. That man was not designed to die

c. As many of you know, I do not think that we can say that all death is wrong – listen to my earlier lectures – but I reaffirm that human beings were not designed to die

2. We know that Adam sinned by being disobedient

a. Part of the punishment for sin is that Adam died

b. Part of the punishment for Adam’s sin is that all human beings die

c. Part of the punishment for sin is that the world is corrupted

That is what we see

1. That God does not himself do wrong

d. Paul makes the point in Romans 3 that God’s judgment for sin is part of God’s righteousness – else if he condoned sin then he could not judge the sinner

2. That God loves us and sent his son to die for us to undo

i. Initially the effects of sin that results in the death of humans (resurrection)
ii. Ultimately the effects of sin on the whole of creation (renewal and recreation)
Putting those things together to account for individual death is quite possible. 
Paul does it in Romans 5. Death is always the result of sin. Death is only the result of sin says Paul. Hence everyone has sinned – for everyone dies. 
However, Paul is making a point not about individual sin, my personal disobedience, but about the sin that is credited to us individually because Adam was our federal head who led us into rebellion against God. He is making a parallel between that credited sin and the righteousness that is credited to us when Christ becomes our federal head.

What we must not do is try and assign individual sins as deserving the punishment of death. Jeremiah says “how can a living man complain of punishment for sin” (Lamentations 3) – precisely; a living man cannot complain of punishment for sin. The punishment for sin is death.

Jesus himself said “Those eighteen on whom the tower in Siloam fell and killed them: do you think that they were worse offenders than all the others who lived in Jerusalem? No, I tell you” Luke 13:4
We must never take it upon ourselves to find reasons for disasters in the sinfulness of others. 
 There are no longer prophets as there were in the OT Therefore we cannot say “thus says the Lord”

Anything much else we can say about natural disasters is only surmise. Above, I pointed out that floods and fires have useful functions. I could add many more things; volcanoes and tectonic plates appear to be part of the necessary design of the planet too 
Maybe, “what if scenario” in an un=fallen situation we could have ensured that tectonic activity was more frequent and thus earthquakes were less spectacular and less damaging – maybe we would have been wise enough not to build where earthquakes would damage buildings. We were after all put in control of the earth. 
And as Peter demonstrated, when one is close to God one can walk upon the water – if you don’t doubt God’s power (Matthew 14) – In fact Jesus says if you don’t doubt; “if you have faith like a grain of mustard seed, you will say to this mountain, 'Move from here to there,' and it will move, and nothing will be impossible for you.” (Matthew 17
) 
Maybe before the Fall we could have controlled the earth. But as I say, that is only a “what if”  - what we have here and now is the abnormality of death and the futility of a corrupted nature. What we have now is the possibility of disasters, disasters beyond our control 

BUT I am fully persuaded that this is not as it was designed: We were intended to be in control as God’s stewards
What we have now is the possibility of disasters, disasters beyond our control. This is what we see

 I am also persuaded that God loves me and cares for me, that he can answer my prayers and heal my diseases. He has proved his love in the incarnation, in coming and dying for me. I know the one in whom I have believed. I may not have all the answer but I have sufficient to know these things.
Therefore God can help me in my Chronic Illness so I can go on to part 2 of what I am trying to say– how can God help me?
I am going to deal with two aspects here. The first one is the physical, “what can I do?” and the second is spiritual, “what can God do?” I am going to look at them in that order because a merely spiritual answer is about as useful as trying to hold water in a sieve. It has its counterpart in the early part of this lecture to those who thought it was impious to think. God created us with bodies as well as minds and there are things that we can do, we don’t just have to ‘let God and let go”
I remember when I was a student here at the Maanor hearing Susan Macaulay telling us that we cannot ask God for safety if we are trying to climb the North face of the Eiger in winter wearing only plimsoles/sneakers on our feet. That would be to be utterly irresponsible: God expects us to take responsibility where we can. 

So too here, there are things we can do to help ourselves.


The first thing is to accept the fact that you are ill. 

A caveat here. There are some wonderful individual doctors and nurses. I have one. I am not talking about such caring and helpful people when I talk about the medical profession. I am not talking about them but rather the formal position of the NHS in this country and CDC in the USA. 
My experience of  medical professionals has been very wide. Some have been wonderfully supportive, others have been downright aggressively dismissive. I have even been escorted from a hospital just because I asked a question of a consultant. 
The formal position of the NHS here and the CDC in the USA is that whatever it is that we have is only in our heads and thus the basic treatment needed will be firstly to put our heads right and secondly to retrain our bodies to overcome what our heads have been telling us. In extreme cases this view is not even telling me I have a psychosomatic illness, it is actually saying that I have a faith illness. I believe I am ill; I am not. I believe that I hurt; I don’t. It blames me if I tell my doctor that I have a long list of symptoms that he cannot explain. It is my fault

I have spent many years in support forums as moderator etc. and in my experience the only way to begin to help other people is to get them away from feeling guilty for being ill. 

Often people have been told over and over that they are not ill and they feel guilty for not being able to live the life that they need to as parents and grandparents, neighbours and workers. All the psychiatric drugs in the world don’t help you if you really are ill. So the first thing is to accept that despite the medics, it is not your fault. You really are ill.

It is not my fault. I really am ill.

Only when we have ‘owned’ your illness can we start to take control of it and its effects on our life.

OK So I really have a problem. What is it?

Do I really have a problem? If so where?

Let me set my case up carefully. 

Take another area: Given the onset of people with wheat allergy some work was published recently showing the results of research done to ascertain how prevalent it is. The results were disturbing.
For every hundred people self-diagnosed as having a wheat allergy there were 30 diagnosed by the dietic and nutritionist industry – and 1 diagnosed by the medics.  
Let me repeat that: for every person who really had a wheat allergy there were 30 who had been told they had a wheat allergy by a non-medical industry and a 100 who had self diagnosed themselves as having allergic type problems with wheat.
Conclusion: we can be confused 

Let me come back to Chronic Fatigue. A fascinating study was done a few years ago. GP’s (local doctors) were given sets of patient data and the questionnaire asked how they would treat the patients. Each “patient” was pre-diagnosed as having either CFS or IBS 
– the results were informative. 79% of the IBS patients would be ‘treated’ for their illness with compassion – compared with 17% of the CFS patients. 
Most of the CFS patients were dismissed as cranks and the majority were pointed to Psychiatric help”  
BUT: THERE WAS NO DIFFERENCE overall BETWEEN the symptom sets!

Conclusion: the medical profession can be confused
So we have two problems here: People who think there are ill when they probably are not and people who are ill but whom the medical profession dismisses as merely thinking that they are ill – and everything in between!
Now, as I said back at the beginning. I believe that we are a single organism and not a head and a body. I might be depressed because I am ill; I might be ill because I am depressed; (well not me, myself) The symptoms are so varied and the interaction of those symptoms is even more varied. So the second thing we need to do is to actually find out what my personal illness is. I don’t mean its name, but its effects, its symptoms 

In some ways your subjective-ness means that you are not the person to locate objective descriptions. But it is you that is hurting. It is you that is devastatingly tired and achy and it is you who is suffering memory lapses. For many, it is you that is suffering depression, depression varying from “being down” to full-blooded clinical depression. 

However, you can do something – In fact only you can do this thing: Keep records. Is it really true that talking for half an hour on the phone causes you to go to bed for the rest of the day – or is it only when you talk to a particular person. Talk to your mum for 10 minutes and you are devastated, talk to your boyfriend/girlfriend for an hour and you are same or even better than when you started. 
Try as hard as you can to be objective. 
One of the truths is that we can train our bodies to react in specific ways. 2 years of being a couch potato – no matter what caused it - and your body will reject activity. You may need to re-train. Similarly with our minds. If you have been told – or have told yourself that you can’t do something specific – like get up in the morning, then it may be your mind that needs re-training too. 
Out in the world there are many helps – many strategies that can help: many of them depend of the honesty of your records – for one of the things we know about this illness is that our memories are defective. “brain like porage” (like custard) and we can easily fool ourselves. 
Anecdotal evidence is not evidence. You might decide not to bother with – say, prayer meetings – because they always cause you grief. 
Do they? Yes, you have to go to bed after a prayer meeting – but as most prayer meetings are in the evening then most people go to bed after a prayer meeting. Is there any difference? Or is this just an excuse?

– for me, I have records for many years and at one point it was true that a meeting involving more than 4-5 people cost me a deeper level headache and a lost following day. So… no prayer meetings

Note I said ‘At one point’ – that particular thing is no longer true, so If I don’t want to go to prayer meetings NOW I cannot and must not, in all honesty, use that as an excuse. 

Now that should encourage you that there is hope. Things change and some of the changes mean that some things get better.

Some of the strategies are very similar – teach you to be self aware and to then handle the limitations – None of them works for every one – there are no miracle cures out there - but nearly all of them work for some people and nearly all of them can give ideas for how you can try to improve.
One of the most effective ideas of all is Pacing
Pacing means finding your limits and then staying within them using a balance of activity and rest.
In a recent poll of CFS/ME patients in England, 94% rated pacing as helpful. I mentioned an American medic, Dr. Lapp: He says pacing is the #1, most effective treatment for CFS and FM. 
I am not going to try and give in 10 minutes what may be a six week course. I can advise a couple of groups of people who can help if anyone asks me afterwards
I can give you some rules that have helped me

1. 50% rule Only do half of what you think you can do. Gardening for a morning: do 90 minutes – at the end  if you still feel good do another 45 minutes – some things don’t quite work that way, it may not be time – bread making for instance… it is much harder to make six loaves than 3 – so make 3

2.  Don’t borrow from the future. If an activity will cause you hassles – I may well be a zombie tomorrow after this lecture  – don’t come into it paying back some stress from yesterday. Some things like weddings and graduations (and this lecture) etc are scheduled items and you cannot avoid them; so plan to be fully rested for them

3. Have planned alternatives. I make bread for us. Sometimes I can’t make bread so I have put some in the freezer for such times. Sometimes there may not be any in the freezer, so cut your losses and ask someone to buy some: don’t be “precious” about home-made bread. In fact, being “precious” about anything is a luxury that I can’t afford
There are other helps but most of them involve knowing what you can do and pacing yourself to do it
So now to the other side, the spiritual side:

This is of course actually more important. While we need bread, man shall not live by bread alone. We were created for a relationship with God and that is the most important thing in our lives. 

Here I am not going to talk evangelism or apologetics. I am going to talk about our attitudes to disasters in our lives. In particular, how do we spiritually cope with a long-term chronic illness? Do we complain at God? Do we think he is being unfair to us? or do we just concentrate on the physical and leave God to do his thing? what do we do?

Well, if you are a normal person (like me) you will moan and complain both to God and about God. He is big enough to take it and gracious enough not to hold it against us. But I think there are other more positive things that we can do 


Let me reiterate something I said earlier – disasters – chronic illness, death - what do we actually know?

Firstly, we have to say that the bible teaches that calamities and suffering are not part of the created order of things. When God created it was a ‘good’ creation and it was finalised with a word of blessing. Genesis 1 ends ‘God looked on all that He had made and behold, it was very good.’  
As we know, it didn’t stay that way. Genesis 3 records the temptation of Eve and subsequently Adam and their Fall which introduced sin into the world and resulted in suffering and hardship. 
But note, this was not ‘out of God’s control’. The punishments of God’s judgement are hardship and injustice. God treated Adam and Eve as significant human beings. but sin always brings judgement by God and that means punishment by God. Man is significant, God is in control.
So, the bible affirms both these things. 
1. ‘“Shall there be evil in the city and I have not caused it?” says God’ (Amos 3:6) ‘I form the light and create darkness, I bring prosperity and create disaster, I, the LORD, do all these things’ (Isaiah 45:7)  
2. but also that the Judge of all the earth can do no wrong, God does not cause evil

Am I trying to say that my chronic illness is part of God’s plan for me? that the starvation and deprivations experienced by the Jews during the Assyrian invasion of Jerusalem were part of God’s plan for His people? that earthquakes and the resultant homelessness and misery are God’s plan for the world? and that all I can do is fold my hands and say ‘Thank-you Father’? 
That doesn’t sound like the God I would want to know.
Being able to know God is exactly the point. 
This God is a God who allows Himself to be known: Not only allows Himself to be known, He didn’t leave us alone in this fallen and messy world. He came into it, got his hands dirty, He has done everything that is necessary to enable you and I to be able to know Him: Our sin demands a price. The price is already paid in the blood of our Lord Jesus. Therefore, (remember) ‘How can a living man complain of punishment for sin?’ (Lamentations 3:39) Whatever else is happening, to us it is not punishment for those who are God’s children. 

So, Yes, we should give thanks: The first thing we can do is to give thanks to God that whatever is actually at issue, it is not punishment for sin.

Maybe the second thing we should do is to search our own hearts and ask the question ‘Is God using this to draw my attention to something that is wrong in my life?’ 
For two reasons, we should not spend too much time and energy on this process. 
1. The first reason is that it should be something we are doing anyway. This side of Heaven we will not be perfect and there are bound to be things wrong. We are to confess our sins to God daily. But if we concentrate on our sinfulness then we would only become depressed. Concentrate rather on the word which says ‘If we confess our sins, He is just and faithful and will forgive us our sins and cleanse us from all unrighteousness’  (1 John1:8-2:3) 
2. The second reason why we should not spend two much time and energy on this process is that (as I said before) the Bible makes it quite clear that we do not have the information to be able to make that kind of organic connection between particular sin and particular evil. 

So, spend some time on this search for sin in our own lives, but not a lot.

Another thing that we often are taught to do is to ask the question ‘What lesson is God trying to teach me in this circumstance?’ 
Again I do not think we should spend too much time on it. The reasons again are two. 
1. Firstly, in spite of having the Spirit of God and therefore the mind of God, our sight here and now is clouded. ‘Now I look through a glass darkly, then face to face’ (1 Corinthians 13:12) Now we do not have clear access to understanding. Although we are told in chapter 1, Job himself was not given the behind-the-scenes view of the court of the High King in heaven that was the information behind his suffering. Similarly I do not think we should invest too much energy in thinking we can understand everything. We can never be sure that we are right. 
2. The second reason is that of our innate selfishness. No matter what is wrong with us we can and should always be doing something for someone else. It is far too easy to sink into a morass of self pity and forget the world and our neighbours. 
So, spend some time on this search for the ‘lesson to learn’, but not a lot.

I ended that thought with a sideways reference to ‘Love your neighbour as yourself.’ But we must always remember that this is only the second commandment. The first and great commandment is ‘Thou shall love the Lord your God with your whole being.’ 
My main point here follows from this. The whole attitude of “what am I to do?”; “what sin am I committing?”; “what lesson am I to learn?” is far too self-centred. 
We are called to put God first in our lives, not ourselves.  
The main question should be “What is God doing in my life to bring glory to Himself?” 
That is something that we do know. He will bring Glory to His name. 

I am firmly convinced that our dominant questions should be these: 'How can God use this happening to Glorify Himself?' and ‘How can He use me to aid this process?' 
Then, having asked the questions, we should set them aside and carry on our daily duty of obedience in small things and prayer. 
The problem is actually His, not mine. The strength is His not mine. The knowledge of what and how and where and when is His not mine. 
His resources to do are more than I could ever ask for or imagine. His desire to do is demonstrated in the incarnation of His son to obedience on the cross. Basically I can leave it in His hands. 
The problem is actually His, not mine.
When we have done everything we should have done we are merely unprofitable servants, but the great news is that we are His servants. We are not alone in a fallen and sad universe. We have Him fighting for us. He controls it, He sent His son, He sends His Spirit. With those three batting for us, we ourselves can hardly fail. 
Let us keep the balance, there is sorrow and calamity in this world but although we are in the world we are not of the world; we have been translated to the kingdom of light. 
I do not know if I have answered the question that I posed, but what I have done for myself is to have provided a way of living with and trying to make the best of the cards that I have been dealt in this life. I am not sitting here moaning that I want a re-deal
I’d like to end with Paul in Romans 8:31ff.

What can separate us from the love of God? Shall trouble or hardship or persecution or famine or nakedness or danger or sword? As it is written ‘For your sake we face death all day long; we are considered as sheep to be slaughtered’ No: In all these things we are more than conquerors through Him who loved us. For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth nor anything else in all creation can separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord

Intro – ‘Chronic’, not ‘Critical’


Disclaimer:I am not a medic


I speak from personal experience


Other people’s illnesses are boring


What I have


Its name ME/CFS CFIDS


Its symptoms
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Can God help Chronic Illness?


What is my problem then?


Two Problems


Can God help Chronic Illness? 


Is God in charge?


Can God help ME in my chronic illness? 


How do I cope?
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Part 1: Can God help Chronic Illness? 


=


Is God actually in Charge of this world?


Personal Tragedies


Illness, Accidents, Poverty, Death 


Mega-death Tragedies


Volcanoes, Earthquakes, Tsunamis





Theodicy
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Theodicy (((((( god + dike, justice)


Main Answers


We cannot question God


Leibniz – best of all possible worlds


Iranaeus – looks forward to heaven


Augustine – looks backward to the Fall
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What do we know? (what are we told by God?)


God created


Good, Man not designed to die


Adam sinned


Adam (and in him) all humans die


Creation distorted, subject to futility


What we see
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What do we know? (what are we told by God?)


God is Good and does no wrong


Paul Rom3 


God’s plan to overcome the problem


Incarnation


Overcomes death of humans


Overcomes curse on the world
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Chronic Illness: Cry or Cope


Part 2 – Coping


Physical helps: 


What can I do?





Spritual helps:


What can God do?
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Chronic Illness: Cry or Cope


Part 2 – Coping Physically


Accept the fact that you are ill


“own’ your illness then work with it


Subjective/Oblective


Keep Records to locate problems


Find strategies to cope 


(Pacing)


My “rules”


8





Chronic Illness: Cry or Cope


Part 2 – Coping Spiritually


How do I react to God?


What do we know? (reprise)


God is in control


God allows himself to be known


Strategies


Give thanks


What can I learn?


Be God Centred, not egotistical


Conclusion: God is with us
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 Chronic Illness: Cry or Cope





For I am convinced that neither death nor life, neither angels nor demons, neither the present nor the future, nor any powers, neither height nor depth nor anything else in all creation can separate us from the love of God that is in Christ Jesus our Lord 


Romans 8:38-39








� If any of you study French or have read Voltaire; “Candide” is a savage critique of Leibniz’ ideas


� This is the main argument of Dostoyevsky in The Brothers Karamazov (1879–80) 





� I did make a comment here (without naming him) of Roberston’s claim about the Haiti earthquake and a pact with the devil. No-one has the right to say any such thing


� Luke 17 says "If you had faith like a grain of mustard seed, you could say to this mulberry tree, 'Be uprooted and planted in the sea,' and it would obey you”


� (I didn’t use this in the lecture)


I think that there is a word-trick we can use here that helps explain this problem. 


•	What is ‘evil’? - Evil is the result of sin. 


•	What is ‘Sin’? - Sin is the disobedience of or want of conformity to God’s will. 


•	Necessarily, God cannot will what is not in conformity to His own will. 


•	Necessarily, God cannot be in disobedience to His own will.


•	Therefore, God cannot Sin. 


•	Therefore God does not cause Evil.


It is merely a word game, but it contains several truths. The first is the first answer, Evil is the result of sin. Two more of the truths are the two conclusions drawn above, a fourth truth is implicit and is the same as the third point in the discussion above about free-will and predestination; viz. that Gods thoughts are not our thoughts. We can’t always understand things from our limited and sinful perspective.








� I actually read only what was on the screen
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