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2 Corinthians 4:5- 7, Luke 1:30-38, Isaiah 6:5-8

Luke 1: 30-38

30 The angel said to her, "Do not be afraid, Mary, for you have found favor with God.

 31 And now, you will conceive in your womb and bear a son, and you will name him Jesus.

 32 He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord God will give to him the throne of his ancestor David.

 33 He will reign over the house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end."

 34 Mary said to the angel, "How can this be, since I am a virgin?"

 35 The angel said to her, "The Holy Spirit will come upon you, and the power of the Most High will overshadow you; therefore the child to be born will be holy; he will be called Son of God.

 36 And now, your relative Elizabeth in her old age has also conceived a son; and this is the sixth month for her who was said to be barren.

 37 For nothing will be impossible with God."

 38 Then Mary said, "Here am I, the servant of the Lord; let it be with me according to your word." Then the angel departed from her.

NRS Isaiah 6:5-8

 5 And I said: "Woe is me! I am lost, for I am a man of unclean lips, and I live among a people of unclean lips; yet my eyes have seen the King, the LORD of hosts!"

 6 Then one of the seraphs flew to me, holding a live coal that had been taken from the altar with a pair of tongs.

 7 The seraph touched my mouth with it and said: "Now that this has touched your lips, your guilt has departed and your sin is blotted out."

 8 Then I heard the voice of the Lord saying, "Whom shall I send, and who will go for us?" And I said, "Here am I; send me!"

“We are a sad company, 

those of us who seek to resolve the problem of evil.”  

These are the words of my Theology Professor, Dr. Burton Copper at the beginning of his book: Why God?  He continues...

 “Somehow what we seek to explain eludes us. Some questions always remain unanswered, loose ends, conclusions that leave us uneasy, feelings of dissatisfaction.  In some sense, this is true of all theological doctrines, but there is a difference when we talk about the problem of evil. Here we are talking about suffering...

I do not mean to suggest a direct correlation between pain and insight, as if the more we suffer, the more insight we gain.  Intensity of feeling is not necessarily a barometer of truth.  Often the opposite is the case.  But those who allow their suffering to inform the way they think about the world can surely become more sensitive to the truth of the human situation.”

Why, God? Is a compassionate inquiry for anyone who has ever suffered or been moved by the pain and suffering in the world.  

It is for anyone willing to think this question through.  

It is for those who have had their faith sorely tried but who nonetheless “remain haunted by the sense of a divine reality in and behind things.”

In his book, Dr. Cooper takes us on a journey to explore our faith traditions and the Bible in looking for the answers to our questions; a journey arising from the tragic deaths of his two young children.  Its because of his own loss that he lucidly and gently leads us to better understand a God who allows the world to exist as it is. 

The Apostle Paul tells the Corinthians: “But we have this treasure in clay jars, so that it may be made clear that this extraordinary power belongs to God and does not come from us.”

Clay Jars.  That feels right sometimes.  Clay jars can be broken when handled too roughly.  Sometimes they contain cracks or imperfections in them that are too small to see.  

All the professor's published works were contained on a special shelf of the Seminary Bookstore.  All first year students are drawn to the title of Dr. Cooper's book.  Who hasn't cried out with this question in some dark night of the soul?  

So students find out quickly that he suffered a terrible loss earlier in his career as a Christian theologian, and it always added to the sense of mystique that existed around him.  He reminded you of Gandalf the Grey from Tolkien's Stories, or the wise professor from C.S. Lewis' The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe, much like David Robinson, the former rector at St. Lukes did.  

Dr. Cooper was frequently accompanied on Campus by his HUGE dog.  It was an Alaskan malamute named “Frodo.”

Dr. Cooper was full of the joy of teaching.  He never hurried you away like some teachers did when you stayed after class with questions.  

Visiting him in his office was always a wonderful experience too – as many of us did to get help with the 30 page statements of faith that we had to write by the end of our first year.   He enjoyed his work, and we as students worked hard in his class because of it.  

He pushed us hard in return, and patiently and gently helped us see new areas of our own faith.  

Dr. Cooper's loss was his clay jar.  His cracks were known to us, but he did not flaunt them to us.  He didn't claim to have all the answers because of what he went through.  Yet I know of several students who sought out his counsel when they faced smaller losses in life during the course of our studies.  

Never were they compared unfavorably to his own deep loss.  Each pain is genuine, and he had an ear for anyone.  Knowing what he did about all of us from our writing, he also could place our questions in context with our own budding theologies as well as the scriptures and tradition.  

Dr. Cooper came to mind immediately when I was presented with this pair of Containers for God's Spirit:  Vulnerability and Availability.  His weakness was his strength in a genuine way.  And he made himself available to us, without letting us off the hook for our own questions.  

I strongly recommend his book to those who might be struggling with accepting that God might have had something to do with causing the pain or sorrow in their lives. 

It offers something of a challenge to traditional thinking about, "Why bad things happen if there is a good God." 

Many have said, "God made it happen for a larger good," or "God gives us trials to strengthen us." Burton rejects these answers and asks us to imagine a different explanation.

He writes:

“We must never tire of remembering who we are and what our purpose is.  We are a living body of caring, issuing from and expressing Christ's redemptive power.  As such ,we are the answer to those questions of suffering and evil that rise out of our lives and onto our lips.  But we are a living answer, not a dogmatic answer.  Our primary response to evil is not one of explanation but of witness.  We point to a place where the evil from which we suffer can be engaged, and its destructive power diminished, and even dissipated.”

And this is the essence of  Vulnerability and Availability:  We are the answer to each others questions.  

