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The sermon began with a “Peanuts” cartoon strip that ends … “Great truths are even more simple than I thought they were.”

In his 2nd letter to the Thessalonians, Paul tells us a great simple truth: “But the Lord is faithful; he will strengthen you and guard you from evil” (3:3).

What a marvelous claim – indeed, a great truth.   Certainly it is one that we want to believe.   But how are we to interpret this offer of protection, when we all recognize the realities of life … that life is not always safe and secure for us, for our loved ones, or for other people.   What happened on Monday of this past week at the finish line of the Boston Marathon as well as in the community of West, Texas, where a fertilizer plant exploded killing 14 are tragic reminders. 


In chapter three of his book, Living the Psalms, where he talks about “A Confidence for All Seasons,” Maxie Dunnam reflects on this issue and, I believe, helps us better understand what is probably meant by divine protection.   He writes: “The Lord will protect us and save us in the way that matters – ultimately.”    He then goes on to say, “God may not protect us from trouble by shielding us from it … but God will protect us in trouble (supplying those spiritual resources that enable us to do the things we need to do and to endure … that God will be our help / our strength / our inspiration and our hope).    As with death itself, as Mr. Dunnam states: “God does not save us from death, but saves us in death.”


Some of you will remember another incident that occurred in Boston about 28 or so years ago, when a World Airways DC-10 went off the end of an icy runway and landed in Boston Harbor.   Miraculously, only two passengers were killed.   On board that plane was a minister who was scheduled to preach in the chapel at Harvard University the next morning.  His name is Frederick Borsch.   


Dr. Borsch later wrote a magazine article about the experience, the title of which was in the form of a question: Where Was God When the Plane Crashed?  (Christian Century, March 13, 1985)       The article was an examination of the ancient theological question of divine protection.   Did God guard over the lives of 
those who survived?   Did God keep the plane from catching fire and exploding, thus allowing all but two of the passengers to wade to shore?


Dr. Borsch wrote: “I heard many complimentary references to God as we made our way safely to the terminal.   Several people told me that they had joined me in one version or another of that fox-hole prayer … as the plane skidded along the runway.   And friends later assured me that God had rescued me and did not want me to die.   God had been my co-pilot.


“It is a nice image,” Dr. Borsch continued, “God as the stage manager of all life’s events, hearing our prayers and rescuing those especially  favored or who still have work to do on earth.   Eva Peron once expressed that form of piety after, seemingly by chance, a bomb was found in the plane on which she was scheduled to fly.   ‘God won’t let you die five minutes before you’re supposed to,’ she said.

“Such a theology,” as Borsch then pointed out, “works best when things turn out well.”   We’re familiar with prayers for safe travel: “O God, watch over Bill and Mary as they make the long drive back to their home today.”   (It is a very natural form of caring to express such a sentiment, and) it certainly can be comforting to picture the spirit of God hovering over all the traffic intersections that those we love must cross during a trip.   But there clearly is a theological problem here. For if God has kept Bill and Mary safe, has God then not also directed or allowed others to crash – hundreds every day?   What of the two passengers who died when the plane went into Boston Harbor?   How are we to understand the fate of the many that have died, and will die, in other plane crashes, or the 3 who died as the result of the bombs that exploded during the concluding minutes of the Boston Marathon?   It is, of course, possible to maintain that those deaths are also part of God’s plan – a design too intricate for us to comprehend.   BUT such a view certainly is not easy to hold in the face of the prolonged agony of some deaths, or of the suffering of children mangled in accidents or struck down by a deranged killer.

How to explain, then, Paul’s assertion that God guards the believer.   Is it just an ancient misconception from biblical times when divine powers were thought to control many events, from the daily rising of the sun to earthquakes and plagues?   Dr. Borsch answered this way, writing: “When my plane rolled into Boston Harbor, God was not present to intervene and save me and others from the crash, but God, nonetheless, was not absent.   Rather, God was and is mysteriously and powerfully with us, deep in the heart of life … participating in
 what happens with us and through us … offering faith and courage, even in the midst of tragedies, assuring us that the risk and pain of trying to care and be creative are worthwhile.   The God who cannot be seen is yet present as the spirit of all that is, willing to share in all the consequences of creation – including evil and suffering – and seeking to transform them through love.”


Holding on to such a faith in such a God, whose face we see in the face of Jesus, is what guards us from the evil of despair and bitterness.


Someone once illustrated the difference between what he called “Theology A” and “Theology B.”    “Theology A” goes like this: “If the children are kept safe … If my doctor gives me a good report … If my business thrives, then I will give thanks and trust in God.    “Theology B” says, “Even though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death … I know Thou art with me.”


“Theology B” says that the spirit of God is present with the power to heal us spiritually and emotionally and so sometimes physically as well.   From God comes the power for life’s greatest miracle … Not some contravention of the natural order, but the possibility that men and women find the trust, in the midst of mortal frailties and tragedies, to care for one another … to struggle for fairness … and to tell of the God who carries the burden with them.

This is the God who will never leave them alone.   This is how God guards us.


The Rev. William Sloane Coffin, who died just a few years ago, had served as chaplain at Yale University as well as at Williams College.   For some years he had been the senior minister at Riverside Church in New York City and always had been in the forefront of the fight for social justice.   Garry Trudeau even immortalized him in his comic strip, “Doonesbury,” in which he based his character, Rev. Sloan, on Rev. Coffin.   William Sloane Coffin was also a man who had known great personal loss.   His son, Alexander, was killed one stormy night when the car he was driving went off a stretch of road and plummeted into (of all places) Boston Harbor.

Remarkably, Rev. Coffin was able to deliver a courageous sermon shortly after that event, in which he talked about Alex’s death.   He began it by stating:

“As almost all of you know, a week ago last Monday night, driving in a terrible storm, my son, Alexander – who to his friends was a real day brightener, and to
 his family ‘fair as a star when only one is shining in the sky’ – my twenty-four-year-old Alexander, who enjoyed beating his old man at every game and in every race, beat his father to the grave.”


Further along in his sermon he dismissed the notion that his son’s death in any way could be attributed to the will of God.   As he expressed it … “The one thing that should never be said when someone dies is, ‘It is the will of God.’   Never do we know enough to say that.   My own consolation lies in knowing that it was not the will of God that Alex die; that when the waves closed over the sinking car, God’s heart was the first of all hearts to break.”


Bill Coffin referred to the healing flood of letters that he had received.   “Some of the very best, and easily the worst,” as he pointed out, “came from fellow reverends, a few of whom proved they knew their Bibles better than the human condition.” 


He advised those in the congregation seated before him that, “after such a tragedy, people must come to your rescue … people who only want to hold your hand, not to quote anybody or even say anything … people who simply bring food and flowers – the basics of beauty and life … people who sign letters simply, ‘Your broken-hearted sister.’    In other words, in my intense grief I felt some of my fellow reverends – not many, and none of you, thank God – were using comforting words of Scripture for self-protection, to pretty up a situation whose bleakness they simply couldn’t face.   But like God, Himself, Scripture is not around for anyone’s protection, just for everyone’s un-ending support.


“And that’s what hundreds of you understood so beautifully.   You gave me what God gives all of us – minimum protection, maximum support.” … “I swear to you,” he then added, “I wouldn’t be standing here were I not upheld.” 


“Minimum protection, maximum support!”   Another way of saying, God may not protect us from trouble by shielding us from it – but God will protect us (sustain us) in and through times of trouble.


One day a visitor was watching ships coming in to a busy harbor from all parts of the world.   He noticed that each of them had a plain line on its bow.   He was told that this is called the Plimsoll Line, and it is required on every ship.


He learned that this line was named for Samuel Plimsoll, a nineteenth-century Englishman who became concerned about the number of cargo vessels that sank because they were overloaded.   He urged the British parliament to pass
 legislation to limit cargo to the amount a ship could carry safely.   Today, no ship may be legally loaded so that the Plimsoll line goes beneath the water.


People have a Plimsoll line as well – a load limit, so to speak.   We protect ourselves from “sinking” by not violating that “line.”    It is our “line of defense,” guarding us against evil, adversity, fears that can sink us.    For many of us that “line of defense” is our faith in the goodness of God.   “There is,” wrote Howard Thurman, who was a Baptist minister, college professor, and former Dean of Marsh Chapel, Boston University … “There is a quiet courage that comes from an inward spring of confidence in the meaning and significance of life (in believing that ‘Thou art with me’).   Such courage is an underground river, flowing far beneath the shifting events of one’s experience, keeping alive a thousand little springs of action.”

Our faith in God … in the goodness of God is what guards us from the potentially overwhelming impact of misfortune, tragedy, and despair.   This does not promise us immunity, just a solid defense … and maximum support.


In a prayer/poem called, The Treads in My Hand, the same Howard Thurman, who I just mentioned, writes that he holds only one end of a number of threads, which come to him from “many ways, linking his life with others.”   “Some threads,” he says, “come from the sick and troubled … some from the dreaming and ambitious … still others are knotted beyond my power to understand and unravel.” 

But one thread is different from all the others:


“One thread is a strange thread,” as Mr. Thurman described it.   “It is my steadying thread;


When I am lost, I pull it hard and find my way.


When I am saddened, I tighten my grip and gladness glides along its quivering path;


When the waste places of my spirit appear in arid confusion, the thread becomes a channel of newness in life.


One thread is a strange thread – it is my steadying thread.   God’s hand holds the other end … Who is our strength and our hope – the Guardian of our souls.    

Amen!

Rev. Larry W. Smith

