Be done your will, as in the heavens, so on earth.
How could a God who is all-powerful, all-knowing and all-loving allow evil things to happen? If God could save lives and does not, what kind of a loving God is that? The question of theodicy is one that has exercised the church from the beginning. The answer - that these natural and human disasters are the ‘will of God’ - no longer offers much comfort to the people involved. (

How do we know what is the will of God? Even as we learn God’s ‘name’ as the One who acts in history to save, we are left to interpret God’s actions for ourselves. Does God act to bring order, or to bring life? Does God act to punish or to rescue? Do we need to ‘obey the rules’? Which rules? How do I know what is the right decision to make? (

We cannot talk about the will of God, without considering the nature of God’s justice. Throughout the Old Testament, God is proclaimed as just and righteous. Unlike the unpredictable gods of the surrounding nations, the God of Israel has a moral alignment towards good which shapes God’s activity. It is God’s will that justice exists amongst humans and between humans and God. Those who remain faithful to God’s will are blessed; those who do not are not blessed.

One of the distinctions which is often blurred in this discussion is the one between punishment and consequence. If you place your hand on a hot stove, it will get burnt. If a child fails to complete her homework, she may well be denied some playtime. One is a consequence, the other a punishment. If a weak nation tries to play off two powerful nations against each other, it is likely to fall victim to one or the other.
Israel, taken into captivity by the Babylonians ( having just tried and failed to play the ascending power of Babylon off against the current ally, Egypt),  may well have seen exile as punishment by God, although it may also be the consequence of the reckless behaviour by Israel’s rulers. If you pull the cat’s tail, the cat will scratch. Is this consequence or punishment?
Does God’s justice require punishment? More specifically, did God will the execution of Jesus as a vicarious punishment for our sin?
For hundreds of years the church has accepted the writings of an 11th century Norman aristocrat and archbishop as the dominant theology on the death of Jesus. Anselm argued, from his background as a Norman lord, that to ignore human sinfulness would be negligent on the part of God; it impinged on God’s honour. To forgive evil would be unjust, because it would imply that God was indifferent to evil. Justice could only be achieved through a balanced restitution. Imperfect humanity could not restore the balance of justice; only God himself was worthy. So God, in human form, had to take the punishment in order to restore the honour of God and the balance of justice. Was the death of Jesus God’s will?  Anselm would give a resounding “yes!”
However, we no longer live in feudal Europe or even industrial England. Our understandings of justice and honour have changed. (
  But if we reject Anselm’s argument that “it is not proper for God to pass over sin unpunished”
 , what do we put in its place?
John Crossan would argue that God’s justice is based on consequence, not punishment. It may be a long time coming, but justice will eventually come. And our own lack of justice and collaboration with God will also eventually bring its own consequences.
But the hope of Israel is always directed towards the return from exile. We yearn to return to the ‘Kingdom of God’. God’s will is that we collaborate with God in establishing God’s kingdom of justice and peace on earth. Jesus of Nazareth was not our substitute for punishment but our partner in establishing God’s will on earth. (

If this is the case, what sense can we make of the death of Jesus? Paul describes Jesus’ death as an ‘atoning sacrifice’. Crossan comments on this:
We humans maintain good relations with one another or restore them, if broken, either by a gift or by a meal. That is Anthropology 101. We do exactly the same to make or restore good relations with God or the Gods. 

The English word “sacrifice” comes from the Latin sacrum facere, “to make sacred.” Religions offer gifts or share meals with God or the Gods—that is, they make gifts or meals sacred—either as request for the future or as gratitude for the past. …In the Jewish tradition, for example, a valuable animal could be offered to God as a gift. It was totally consumed by fire and thus “made sacred” as a holocaust. Alternatively, the animal could be offered to God and then returned to the offerers after having been “made sacred.” They could then feast on holy food with their God.

Sacrifice, and especially blood sacrifice, is never about substitution, but always about a gift or meal. (

…..

We need that word [sacrifice] for martyrs - before, with, and after Jesus - who accepted death to retain the integrity of their lives. Such a death is not substitution, but a gift - a supreme gift - to cause or vision, to country or humanity, to God or the Gods.  (Crossan p.110,111.)
Even if God did not will the death of Jesus as a punishment for our sin, did God “will” it as a consequence of sin? Remember the image of God as parent – the prodigal son’s father or the father of a large household? There are many actions the father may allow the household members to indulge in, in order for them to learn or mature, that the Father may not actually want to happen. Babies learn to walk by falling. Some young folk only learn to drive properly after they have dented their cars. Others learn the effects of alcohol abuse in hangovers and the fallout from stupid behaviour. God grants us freedom to choose our behaviours.

There are, in other words, consequences of freedom that must be accepted even if never willed. So also with what God “wills.” Every martyr needs a murderer and God’s will allows such events as the positive and negative results of human freedom. God “wills” our human freedom. All else is consequence. (Crossan p.115)  (

The problem is, of course, that we continue to make bad choices, especially in our relationship with others. The word ‘sin’ is first used in Genesis 4, and refers not to the taking of the fruit in the Garden but to Cain’s anger with his brother. The ‘sin of the world’ is the escalation of hatred which leads to violence and fratricidal murder. Such sin fouls the whole created world. (


It is into this messed up world that we pray ‘Your will be done’ – God’s will for freedom, justice, wholeness and peace. Are we waiting for the great ‘eschaton’ of God at the end of the age to bring Heaven down to Earth, or are we partners in the work towards the on-going fulfillment of God’s will for creation – participating with God in creating Heaven here and now? And how will we practice the will of God in our communities and in our daily lives?
(� When do you most wonder about the ‘will of God’?





(� Read Genesis 1:1-3, 27-31 and Ezekiel 37:1-3, 12-14. What are the differences between the priestly and the prophetic views of God’s activity?


(� Or have they? What part do the catch-phrases, “fair sentencing” and “make the punishment fit the crime” play in our justice system? What are the alternatives?





� “Cur Deus Homo?” 1.12 � HYPERLINK "http://www.ccel.org/ccel/anselm/basic_works.vi.html" �http://www.ccel.org/ccel/anselm/basic_works.vi.html�





(� Read Mark 8:34-35, 2 Cor. 3:17-18. Both Mark and Paul seem to infer partnership with Christ. What responsibility does this lay upon us?





(� How does this understanding of ‘sacrifice’ alter our understanding of ‘sacrificing our life to God’?


(�. How then do we address the question of individual justice? What of the liar or thief who does not appear to suffer from the consequences of their actions?





(� Read Genesis 4:1-16. How does God deal with Cain? What does this tell us about God’s justice?
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