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Theodicy in Action 
Responding to HIV Missiologically 

Herbert Hoefer 

When I was a parish pastor in Wisconsin, 1984-97, a sister of one of our members 
came down with HIV/AIDS and came to our town and congregation to die. Through that 
experience, our congregation began to observe AIDS Awareness Day, December 1st, by 
holding a seminar for the town. 

At one of the seminars, we had a young man speak who was a hemophiliac and 
contracted the virus before blood was screened well. He expressed total disillusionment 
with the church's reaction to the tragedy of AIDS and loss of any belief in God. At the 
seminar, some of our members asked him to give our congregation a chance to be 
different, and he showed up the next Sunday. Soon he took Confirmation and joined. 

The process required a good deal of education with the congregation, but fortunately 
we had an excellent Parish Nurse on staff. Soon she was holding a weekly support group 
for AIDS patients in the community, and our congregation—rather proudly—became 
known as the "AIDS Church" in town. We did not have an explanation as to why this 
tragedy had fallen upon this young man. All we could do was offer him practical 
expressions of God's love. 

Of course, during my fifteen years of mission service in India, I also experienced a 
great deal of tragedy. These years also caused me to observe and understand how the 
other religions around us dealt with the tragedies of life. Subsequently, I have also come 
to teach World Religions along with continuing my service in India. These experiences 
raise the question of theodicy in relation to other world religions. 

Theodicy in World Religions 

The strength of any religion is judged to a great extent by how it enables people to 
cope with the struggles of life. In all societies we have the strength of our communal and 
family life to carry us, sociologically. However, we also ask the theological question at 
times of pain and suffering. We ask the question "Why?" A theology/philosophy that 
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addresses the issues of theodicy meaningfully will have power to keep its adherents and 
attract new ones. 

In Christian mission, we are in comparison/competition with other religions. One of 
the fields of battle is that of theodicy. Does Christian theology provide a more 
meaningful response to the injustices and tragedies of life, such as AIDS, than other 
major world religions? Certainly this is a topic of frontline apologetics for missionaries. 
How do we fare, and how can we fare better? Does our theology provide comfort and 
meaning at times of great loss and chaos? 

In Islam, the overriding theme is "submission." We are mere humans, and God is 
God. Before God, we humans can only bow in worship and obedience. When you go to a 
Muslim funeral that is what you see. Everyone is quiet, even at a tragic death. They 
somberly uplift their hands in prayer and bow their heads to the ground in worship. They 
submit to the will of God. 

For Muslims, there is no questioning God. God's will is absolute. There is no 
struggle for meaning and purpose behind tragic events. There is acceptance. God has 
decided, and we submit. 

In this approach, there is a great comfort and strength. We are relieved of the 
spiritual/psychological stress of making sense of the seeming unfairness of it all. We do 
not question if we might have prevented the tragic event in some way. It was 
predetermined by God. We submit. He has a divine purpose which is inevitably 
inscrutable to us as humans. We do not presume to understand or challenge the divine 
will. 

In Hinduism, there is great strength and comfort as well, but in a non-divine way. 
The guest speaker I have on Hinduism in our world religion classes at Concordia 
University, Portland, Oregon, usually makes the claim to the students that "Hinduism is 
the only religion that answers the injustices of life." Of course, the reason for this is that 
there are no injustices. With the law of karma, we only get what we have deserved. 

The classic question is "Why do bad things happen to good people?" Of course, this 
question itself presumes a karmic worldview. The karmic worldview is innate in us, as 
our sense of justice. When someone falls ill or has an accident, they will typically ask 
"What did I do to deserve this?" The Hindu doctrine of karma resonates with this basic 
human sensibility. 

We need to make sense of chaos. We cannot live where reality makes no sense. 
When tragedy strikes senselessly in our lives, the Hindu doctrine of karma brings 
psychological relief and strength. When we face the gross injustices of life (poverty, birth 
defects, accidents, early death, etc.), the doctrine of karma assures us that this event is 
just the playing out of karma for each individual soul. 

There is no injustice or unfairness. There is no reason to be angry and protest. It was 
deserved because of actions in this life or in previous ones. 

In Buddhism, we have the psychological comfort of the law of karma, but we also 
have practical ways of coping with tragedy in our lives. We are taught that unhappiness is 
a fact of existence. It is useless and stressful to try to philosophize about it. There are no 
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answers to these questions. Therefore, we need to focus our energies and thoughts on 
how to lessen our pain and rise above it. 

We are taught that suffering arises from our efforts to hold on to what is fleeting. We 
try to control what is beyond our control. We wish things were not the way they are. We 
fight against the law of transience—that things change, whether we like it or not. 
Buddhism teaches us to accept reality as it is and face it with equanimity. 

Buddhism specifically avoids questions of meaning and purpose. Instead, we are told 
to focus on the attitudes and practices that will bring us inner peace and strength as we 
continually face the vagaries of life. Questions of blame and guilt and injustice are 
unanswerable, and they only distract and enervate us. We need to think and meditate and 
focus in a way that enables us to cope, especially with a relentless illness and 
overwhelming pandemic like HIV/AIDS. 

Even in the so-called primitive, animistic religions, the issues of theodicy are 
addressed meaningfully. Once again, there is a cause for every unpleasant event. The 
world is not in chaos. In the animisi worldview, these causes often come from the spirit 
world. It may be a curse that has been ritualistically exercised against someone. It may be 
a deity/spirit that has been offended and is wreaking vengeance. It may be an ancestor 
who has not been properly honored and is getting our attention. 

Typically, the shaman is employed to enter the spirit dimension and uncover the root 
of the problem. S/He will also then be able to prescribe the service that is needed to 
correct/appease the situation. Life is subject to forces that are out of our control, but we 
also have ways to improve our lot. Certainly such animistic answers to the reason for 
HIV/AIDS in Africa, for example, can divert people from dealing with the real causes 
and preventions. However, at the same time, this worldview provides a helpful 
intellectual explanation and sense of control, which provide real comfort in one's 
struggles of life. 

In the new religions such as Scientology and New Age, we are provided tools to 
cope with life psychologically and spiritually. We are assured of our spiritual nature 
which is of another dimension than the struggles we are going through. We are often 
directed to past lives as the source of present problems. We are guided to identify these 
issues and deal with them to alleviate and remove our current sufferings. We are taught 
that our current life's struggles are part of all the lessons God intends for us as we grow 
into fullness from life to life. 

Once again, we are assured that the injustices and pains we face are not our fault. 
They are our opportunity to grow. We gain comfort and strength to move forward 
meaningfully. 

Theodicy: A Practical Example 

In my experience, it does little good to attack the worldview of adherents to these 
religions. It makes sense to them and gives them real comfort and strength. They are not 
going to let it go and simply walk into the darkness and emptiness and meaninglessness 
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of the void that is left. Until they perceive a worldview that makes more sense in the 
chaos, they will not leave the assurance that they already rely on. 

However, how convincing can we be on the theological/philosophical level? Let's 
look at another very practical example. One of the most heartrending experiences of life 
is the death of a child. How would the other world religions speak comfort and strength 
to this tragic event?: 

• Muslims would clearly proclaim that there is no blame to assess or 
anger to be expressed. There is only recognition that God has willed for 
His own inscrutable reasons. Our only proper response is to accept. We 
grieve, but we do not rebel. Our comfort and strength are in our 
submission. Our assurance is that Allah sees our faithfulness to Him in 
trial and remembers it when we come to our Final Judgment. 

• Hindus would find comfort and assurance in their belief in karma. Once 
again, it was no one's fault. It was the playing out of the karma of the 
soul that was incarnated in the child. Now we can be assured that the 
soul will move on, having expended this fate, into its eternal cycle of 
rebirths. We are advised not to look for meaning or purpose in events 
like this, for the course of "samsara" (eternal rebirth) is simply "///a," 
the eternal "dance" of existence, without beginning or end or goal. 

• Buddhists would teach us to recognize that all of life is full of suffering 
and loss. We recognize our pain, but we do not dwell upon it. We look 
in vain for any overall meaning. Rather, we focus on coping. We learn 
to accept change as fact. We learn to forego grasping on to what we had 
hoped and expected in life. We discipline ourselves to find peace 
through meditation and enjoyment of life in the moment and strength to 
move on. 

• Animists would suspect some foul play through the spirit world. It 
cannot be undone, but we can discern through means of rituals and/or 
shamanic trances what the source of this horrible act is. We can then 
seek to thwart and confront it, averting further sorrows. 

• New religions will give us some techniques for strength to cope, but 
their psychological strength will be provided primarily in the assurance 
that this tragedy is a result from past lives, not from our failures. 

Theodicy: An Intellectual Stumblingblock 

When we look at—and in mission work, deal with—these philosophies, we 
recognize the inner coherence and contentment that each worldview provides its 
adherents. How do we as Christian theologians do in comparison? Frankly, not very well. 

Theodicy has been the "thorn in the flesh" of Judaeo-Christian theology from the 
days of Job and "the Preacher" (Ecclesiastes) and the prophets and St. Paul down to 
Augustine and Luther and to contemporary theologians such as Moltman and Lewis, to 
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name just a few. We write so much about it because we struggle so much with it: "How 
can there be evil in a world controlled by the God Who is love?" Other religions write 
very little because their answer is philosophically clear, coherent, and cogent. In fact, the 
difficulties of our theological explanations can prove to be significant stumblingblocks in 
people coming to faith. 

One great strength of the Judaeo part of our tradition has been their willingness to 
argue with God, to blame Him, to confront Him angrily and forthrightly—as we see 
throughout the Old Testament. We have an example and tradition of honesty that we 
would do well to emulate. We need to have enough confidence in our relationship with 
God that we are willing to fight with Him. 

In this essay, I do not intend to review all the attempts to address the topic of 
theodicy from the biblical, theological viewpoints. My concern is more practical. Just 
taking the example provided above, the death of a child, how helpful is our theology? We 
often present an inherent contradiction and double message that only adds to people's 
confusion and pain: 

• God did not do it, but He allowed it. 
• God is with you in love, but He did not act to prevent the death. 
• The child is in heaven, but denied the joys and fulfillments of earth. 
• It is no one's fault, but can I blame God? Or will that only makes things 

worse? 
• If Jesus bore all my griefs and sorrows on the cross, why does it not 

feel that way? Am I lacking in faith? 
• Jesus personally experienced our human pain and suffering. He wept 

and grieved and felt abandoned by the Father. But, then, why did 
not/does not He help? 

• God is simply testing us, but what kind of a God would test us by 
killing a child or spreading HIV/AIDS around the world? 

With all this emotional, spiritual turmoil for Western Christians, it is no wonder that 
the tragic death of a child is statistically the greatest precipitator of depression, divorce, 
and suicide. We do not find nearly as much horrible aftermath in societies where these 
other religions prevail. Of course, these societies typically have much stronger 
family/community life and such tragedies are typically much more common. (They do 
not face the emotional turmoil as deeply of "Why should this happen to me?" for it 
happens to so many all the time in developing countries.) 

Nonetheless, we must face the reality that our Christian theological answer does not 
provide the comfort and assurance that others do. In Christian congregational settings, 
such a tragic event may lead to the loss of faith among people. In mission situations, it 
loses the intellectual battle with other, more coherent worldviews. 

What is the answer? Can we have the correct theology and yet have unsatisfactory 
results? What is the proper Christian response to tragedy? 
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Theodicy in Practice Missiologically 

As we reflect on the missiological implications of theodicy, it is very helpful to 
reflect on the practical responses that we find among our national partners. I would like to 
share four examples. 

On December 26, 2004, the great tsunami hit the coastlands of the Indian Ocean. 
Within two weeks, I was sent by our mission board to lead a survey team in Sri Lanka. 
Buddhism and Islam are the major non-Christian religions of that land. As we met 
survivors along the way, we tried to minister to them. I asked them, "Why do you think 
this happened?" Their responses arose from their worldviews: 

• A Buddhist woman who had lost family members responded: "The 
good are gone. Only the bad are left. I am one of the bad. I am left here 
to suffer." She reflected the karmic understanding that she deserved her 
suffering, and those who were taken away are free from this lot. 

• When I met with the imam and governing council members of a local 
mosque, their response was "This is a warning from God to repent from 
all the sins of our society. This was ordained from the beginning of 
time. There is no injustice; all those who believed in God are now in 
heaven." 

• One Muslim woman probably expressed the more existential confusion 
in the tragedy: "I can understand how a man could be so cruel. But I 
don't understand how God could be so cruel." Her worldview of an 
orderly universe under God's steady will had been shaken.l 

In contrast, what was the local Christians' response? It was very practical. All of the 
churches led the immediate relief work with great generosity and vigor. They responded 
to such an extent, that Buddhist and governmental leaders publicly complained and 
questioned their motives. Of course, the survivors had only praise and gratitude. Our 
Lanka Lutheran Church ended up with three invitations to establish a "Lutheran village" 
in Tamil Tiger territory! 

At one refugee camp at a Roman Catholic retreat center in the Batticaloa area, I 
asked my question of the Christian survivors. They did not provide a philosophical - or 
even verbal - answer. They simply lifted their hands up toward the sky, indicating 
ignorance before God, and then spread them out pointing to all the people to be served. 

Our Muslim driver commented to us toward the end of our survey: "You people are 
different. You really seem to care." Another Hindu watchman at the World Food 
Program office in Batticaloa, where we had come a couple of times for the NGO 
meetings approached me: "I've been watching your group. You have such gentle spirits. 
How do you get that?" 

1 More details about this ministry and how we responded are provided in an article I wrote, published in Missio 
Apostolica, May, 2005 
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A second example is from Northern India in the state of Punjab. I went to visit a new 
church there that had requested theological training. The lead pastor had begun the 
ministry there just ten years previously, and already he had thirty congregations and a 
dozen pastors. The ministry there had experienced many visions and miracles. When I 
asked the lead pastor why so many people were coming to faith in Jesus through this 
ministry, I expected him to point to these supernatural events. Instead, he replied, "People 
see what peace our believers have in the midst of their troubles." 

A third example is the persecution that Christians undergo in the areas for which I 
am responsible for our LCMS World Mission organization, India and Sri Lanka. They 
face systematic discrimination and threats from government policies and authorities, 
including anti-conversion laws. They face relentless attacks from Hindu radicals, 
involving rape, burning of homes, razing of churches, beatings of evangelists, capture of 
church workers, etc. How do they respond? Do they blame God for not protecting them? 
No, they respond the same way the early church did in Acts 4:29. "Now, Lord, consider 
their threats and enable your servants to speak your Word with boldness." 

In mission situations, we see boldness of prayer for miracles. As evangelists go from 
home to home, they ask people if they have matters for prayer. They then pray in Jesus' 
name for God to act. They enter the "power encounter" with the forces of evil in the 
confidence that God can and will act to show His love and power to these unbelievers. 
When they experience the healing or child or job or inner peace that they prayed for, they 
come to accept Jesus as the true God and personal Lord. 

Finally, we have the example of our congregation in Wisconsin. They did not offer 
any intellectual explanation to the young AIDS patient, just Christian love. That is all the 
man really needed. His faith in God was restored, unto eternal life. Thanks be to God! 

Towards a Missional Theodicy 

What do we learn from these examples? For one thing, it is striking that no verbal, 
philosophical battle is involved. Instead, the battle is moved from a human, intellectual 
one to a divine, spiritual one. The issue is not to protect God from false understandings 
but to present God in practical ministry. 

Secondly, the evangelistic impact is not from proclamation but from caring ministry. 
In the words of the song from My Fair Lady, "Words, words, words. I'm so sick of 
words.... Show me." In the exigencies of life, rational explanations help, but practical 
deeds really help. We cannot explain how God can be love in these situations, but we can 
live it. 

Thirdly, we are silent where God is silent. Job's friends were the most faithful 
representatives of God for the first week of their ministry with him, when they simply sat 
in silence and grieved with him. Martin Luther theologized that the vastness of God 
(probably 99%) is "Deus absconditus," a "hidden/unknowable God." Where we have no 
clear Word from God, we simply respond in trust and in action. 

2 For a fuller description of the response of Indian Christians to persecution, see "Why Are Christians 
Persecuted in India?: Roots, Reasons, Responses," Missio Apostolica, Nov. 1999. 
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We have two occurrences where Jesus' response to the question of theodicy is 
recorded. One is when some worshippers were killed in an attack by Roman troops in 
Galilee and when the tower of Siloam fell on passers-by in Jerusalem, and Jesus directly 
raised the question: "Do you think these...were worse sinners because they suffered in 
this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish" (Lk 13:1-5). Each 
us must "number our days" and use them for God's service, for we don't know when we 
might be called Home. 

The other instance is recorded in John 9: Iff where Jesus' disciples ask Him with that 
innate karmic question: "Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born 
blind?" Jesus does not provide a philosophical/theological explanation: "Neither this man 
nor his parents sinned, but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in 
his life." Jesus then goes on to heal him. 

Jesus also challenges His disciples with the words: "While I am in the world, I am 
the light of the world." The call we know from Jesus' Sermon on the Mount is that He 
now looks on us, His followers, as "the light of the world" (Mt 5:14). Indeed, Jesus 
commissions us to see the needs of this suffering world and do "greater deeds" (Jn 14:12) 
in His Name and by His power. 

What, then, is our theodicy in mission situations? It cannot be merely a verbal, 
theological apologetic. Certainly, we must be prepared at all times to "give the reason for 
the hope that you have." (1 Pe 3:15) However, the ultimately convincing response is one 
of humble, courageous service in prayer and in deeds. 

In such situations, our actions speak louder than our words. 
In such situations, our faithful witness is through our faithful presence. 
In such situations, we lift up our hands to God in trust and we stretch them out in 

care to His suffering children around us. 
In such situations, the questions to us will not be "Why did God do this terrible 

deed?" but "Why do you do this wonderful deed?" And we give the "reason for the hope" 
and the compassion that is in us. 

All glory be to Him! 
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