
Reflection – Sunday 14th June. 
 
Here we are still muddling through a huge crisis of infectious disease. We are all having to 
face this in different ways. That’s certainly been true in our own family. Clare and I are 
pretty much locked in, while our three adult children are facing very different challenges. 
Philippa at the medical front line of the crisis here in Oxford, Richard, in London, facing 
month-on, month-off furlough in the theatre world and Joanna locked down with a small 
baby in Amsterdam. Nor have we escaped the hand of COVID-19. My son-in-law, Andrew, 
comes from a large extended family of London Nigerians, and one of his cousins – known 
to all as Aunty Iyabbo – aged in her early 60’s, died in St. Thomas Hospital ITU a few days 
before Boris Johnson was admitted there. She was a saint – but more of that later. 
  
So then the question arises why, if God is all-powerful and all good, does the world exist in 
the way that it does? The theological term for this is ‘theodicy’.   

 
For many years, my wife Clare, teaching in the Junior Church, used activity sheets called 
‘Allstars’ – produced by the Scripture Union. Looking through one old copy I found a 
segmented circle showing pictures of different weather for the children to colour in.  The 
Biblical reference for the adults was Mark’s Gospel account of Jesus stilling the storm. But 
for the children the caption said: “Remember that Jesus is in charge of the weather” 
 
Now this set me to thinking – I was very alarmed at the idea that Jesus is in charge of the 
weather. Because if he is he doesn’t seem to be making a brilliant job of it – especially in 
the specifics. Indeed, were I in charge of the weather it would be a good deal better 
regulated. Proper sunshine in the summer, rain at night, no winds above a certain speed, 
none of that dreadful November rain and some decent crisp snow for a couple of weeks 
over Christmas. And I might take a few suggestions from you – we could think about 
hurricanes and fog, for instance… 
 
The same problem arises, but more urgently, with our health. One could imagine an 
Allstars sheet with different parts of the body to colour in, with the tag line “Remember that 
Jesus is in charge of your body”. Because it raises the same questions, doesn’t it? If he is, 
we could do without COVID-19.  
 
 Which brings us back to The New Testament, and Jesus’ view of healing.  In the reading 
from Matthew’s Gospel we do not get the impression that Jesus was in charge of 
everybody’s health. The commission to the twelve was to proclaim the good news, 'The 
kingdom of heaven has come near.'  The healing was secondary to that – an outpouring of 
compassion. Now, I’ve spent a lot of time training to be doctor, and keeping up with the 
latest research. So healing has been the primary aim in my life-work agenda. And I’ve got 
all the kit – stethoscope and otoscope and sphygmomanometer and so on. But nowhere in 
the Bible is there the slightest suggestion that Jesus saw himself first and foremost as a 
‘healer’ – though healing was an amazing by-product of the manifestation of God’s power. 
Jesus’ mission was about the Kingdom of God. And so his ministry moved on – not so that 
more people could get healed, but so that more people could learn the significance of the 
Kingdom of God. Jesus never stood up at mass rallies and shouted ‘you are all healed!’ 
What he did was respond to the many different needs of broken individuals with insight, 
compassion and action.  
 
But let’s get back to theodicy – if God is all-powerful and all good, then why does the world 
exist as it is? If illness didn’t exist why would anyone need healing? Lots of different views 



have been expressed about this, and none of them really work as an explanation. But the 
New Testament does not concern itself with the question at all. It takes the world as it is, 
and shows, in the life and the teaching and the death and resurrection of Jesus how we 
might live within this muddle. It doesn’t allocate responsibility for a bit of the mess to man, 
and a bit to God or a bit to the Devil. It doesn’t allocate blame on sin either. We live in a 
world broken by tectal plates on the move, by evolutionary pressures of survival and death, 
a world cracking at the edges with Ebola, HIV AIDS, influenza, and COVID. A world war-
torn and fractured by fundamentalist ideologies and bigoted sectarians, by political stupidity 
and the abuse of power.  
 
And where is God in all this? He doesn’t seem to be ‘in charge’! The reason that Allstars 
was wrong is a fine distinction that would not be understood by 5-7 year olds. And that is 
the distinction between being ‘in charge’ and ‘having authority’. We acknowledge the 
absolute authority of God – reflected so well in the quotations from the psalms we saw 
earlier. Yet our lives are a struggle against chaos and entropy. How are we to live them? 
We have to decide, because God is not a micro-manager.  
 
If we look at the life of Jesus we see an emerging pattern that is a coherent whole - the 
pattern of a way of life. A way of compassion, of forgiveness, of healing and redemption, of 
suffering and of death and ultimately, yes, of resurrection. It’s not a glib answer to the pain 
of the world – but it is a way through.  
 
So Aunty Iyabbo died of COVID-19.  I said that she was a saint in many ways. But actually 
she was a Saint. Full stop. She constantly expressed faith in Jesus, sent encouraging texts 
to her family on a daily basis, and kept strong in hope and Christian joy – despite 
catastrophes in her own life. In the words of the hymn we heard earlier, she lived out day 
by day ‘a celebration here on earth of that new life above’.**  
 

 
David Matthews 9th June 2020 

 
 
 
*Matthew 9:35-10:8 
** Circuit Song Book Number 100. ‘Lord Jesus may my words’ 


