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What Do You Do With Evil?

I want to begin by sharing an experience I have every time, or almost every time I pick up a newspaper. Doesn’t matter really which newspaper it is; result’s always the same. Front page is violence in Iraq; I’m interested and saddened of course, but I keep going. Page two is the violence in Afganistan, with something on the worsening violence in the Middle East; a little further the newest on the trial of one of the politician who stole that money, and I’m starting to feel some combination of angry, hopeless, and cynical. So I open the local section hoping for some homegrown good news. But the homicide in Prince George county and gun violence in that county. By this point I’m done: despondent on my way to depressed, I finally put the paper down. Sociologists say it’s why Prozac continues to be the best seller of drugs, and why our culture right now loves the super hero stories, as evidenced by the recent success of Spider Man: happy pills and predictable escapist stories help us cope with the overwhelming presence of evil in our world. 

There’s no doubt that tragedy makes a better story than anything else--Homer knew this, Shakespeare knew it, and the media staff know it too. But it’s also true that if you didn’t believe in the overwhelming, paralyzing, sheer force of evil in our world before you picked up the newspaper, as far away as the conflicts in Jerusalem/Gaza and as close as the conflict in your own family, your own soul, you’ll be a wholehearted believer after you put the paper down. 

Doesn’t matter what you call it: bad lack, evil, or Satan; truth is the same--it’s rampant, catching everywhere, infiltrating every country, institution, family, person. To use the language from Luke’s Gospel, it’s Legion: everywhere. Like the Roman military legions that constituted the greatest military power in the known world during Jesus’ time, the demonic Legion’s force was the same: everywhere and having tremendous power. Worst part is the effect it has on us: if you take it all seriously, take it all to heart, take it all in as though it’s your alone to bear, it will paralyze you and drive you mad. It’s just too much for the human mind or heart or body to bear alone--so something in you breaks, cracks, or twists. 

I imagine it’s what happened to the man with demons, the one Jesus confronted when he came to the country of the Gerasenes. He had seen too much stress, too much badness, too much evil and he didn’t know how to cope and the too much took over his mind/body and made him a site of its chaos.

I think I met the Gerasene demoniac in the newspapers this week; maybe you did too. He is a former soldier from Iraq, and saw his best friend, mentor, and commanding officer blown into bits by an IED. His next order was to pick up the pieces of his friend’s body--and after this, something in him snapped; he cracked, he broke, crumbled. It was too much evil for him to bear. Everyone around him could tell it was time for him to leave. He couldn’t function anymore after that--the evil had paralyzed him, taken over his body and his mind. During his stay at Walter Reed, where he was being evaluated for Post-traumatic stress disorder, he saw some people laughing together at a Starbucks, and the evil took hold of him: “Don’t you know we’re at war?” he shouted. His shouting escalated into a frenzy, ending in death threats aimed at the people, at his psychiatrist, at the whole world. I’ll bet not even chains and shackles would hold him down.

This is where Elijah finds himself in the story from first Kings. It shows up differently, but it’s the same desperation at work, the same sense of defeat. His colleagues, the ones who would not succumb to the national pressure to worship idols, have been slaughtered by their own people, the Israelite troops; Elijah himself has received a personal death threat from Jezebel, the Queen of his homeland Israel, and he is terrified; he is burnt out in his work as a prophet; and despite all his hard work, all his doing, he sees little hope for the future. For Elijah the demons aren’t the legions of rage or PTSD; they’re the legions of despair, and they have him in their clutches. “It is enough; now, O Lord, take away my life, for I am as good as dead.”

This is a man who feels like it’s him against the world, like he’s been backed into a corner by his own family, his own nation, his own God. The stresses of life have worn him down, and at this point the world and its evil have won. For Elijah there’s no point in fighting anymore because he knows--he is certain--that he cannot win--and THAT”S WHY he’s depressed. He’s too human. And the evil around him is too great. So he lies down under a solitary tree feeling sorry for himself and goes to sleep, hoping to die.

At my graduation from divinity school, the commencement preacher charged us eager new grads with these words: “Friends,” she said, “Leviathan (meaning the forces of evil)--Leviathan is bigger than you are…, but he is no match for our God! When you stumble, rise again! When you are co-opted, repent and return to the Lord! Whatever you do, go with God!”

Her message was meant to inspire for sure, but it was also meant to warn. The words we wanted to hear were: “you can do anything you want, you can save the world, you can lead people to God. Come on, you can do it!” That’s what Elijah wanted to hear, and that’s what we wanted to hear--it’s the self-help message of America, it’s the Dr. Phil solution, and it’s the secret desire of every human being and every nation: “You are invincible,  the center of the universe and can make anything you want happen instantaneously; nothing can stop you.”  They sell it on the bookshelves with titles like “Unleashing Your Inner Power.” Isn’t that the good news? 

Sitting there in the chapel every one of us aspiring Jesus followers expected a sugar high for our egos, but the preacher wouldn’t give it to us. “Leviathan is bigger than you are,” she said. “Evil in the world is stronger and more effective than your best efforts.” There, with our egos bruised, we could barely hear the next line, “But…BUT evil is no match for our God. So Go--get back to God’s work. Just make sure you go with God.”

Christianity has always been a religion honest about the real threat of evil. It does not run away from evil or deny evil, but neither is it foolish enough to goad evil saying “Bring it on.” At its best Christianity confronts evil directly, like Jesus with the man possessed by Legion. But the only approach possible, the only way that works, is the complete reliance on the greater power of God. 

Elijah has a run-in with evil when Jezebel vows to kill him, and it’s a scary thing. But it exposes the truth about who and what he really relies on--and it’s not God. The great prophet Elijah is curled up under a tree, paralyzed by fear because he trusts the military power of Israel more than he trusts God’s greater power. And the reason he is caught in self-pity is because his ego has been deflated back down to human proportions; the bubble of invincibility that he was living in has been burst. The story Elijah had going in his head about “Elijah the great” had to die that day. And when the story died, Elijah thought he would die too. But God had other plans for Elijah, and God has other plans for us.

The truth of these two stories is that evil paralyzes because it’s stronger than we are. Strangely, that’s part of the good news. There’s not one of us here who hasn’t felt overcome; for most of us it’s a battle we face every day. But in the midst of that paralysis, God calls to us and says, “Get up. Go. I have an important job for you. I want you to feed the hungry, to clothe the naked, to visit the sick, to welcome the stranger, to go out after the lost. I want you to tell the world a different story than the one the newspapers tell. Christ is risen. The tomb is empty. The light shines in the darkness. God’s power reigns. Get up and go. There’s good work to be done.”
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