
Images of God
Surely, they are the stigmata of the modern world, those hands smeared with Israeli

blood, thrust out from the smiling face of the Palestinian boy to the cheering crowd

below.

For make no mistake, he is only a boy who took part in that awful deed. And while

the world looked transfixed on his bloody hands, it is his face that the Israeli authorities

will study. And who can doubt that soon he too will be one more victim in this place of

murderous hate?

That photograph followed in the wake of another, which showed a 12-year-old

Palestinian boy huddled against his father. They had been caught in a crossfire between

Palestinians and Israeli police, and an Italian television camera filmed the boy's last cries

as an Israeli bullet killed him. The father was wounded by the gunfire, but the real scar

will fester long after his wounds have healed. For this is a father's greatest nightmare.

Fathers are supposed to protect their children, even lay down their lives for them if they

must, not watch helplessly as they die beside them.

Those two photographs, in all their horror, only hint at the destruction that in the

Middle East is wrought daily in the name of God -- a god who is worshipped by killer

and victim alike. For the god of Israel and the god of Islam are the same god, and it is fair

to ask what kind of a god would allow such things to happen in his name. And to wonder

whether a god who could allow such things to happen has abandoned his creation.
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It would not be the first time that question has been asked. "My God, My God,"

cried Jesus on the cross, "why hast Thou forsaken me?" It is not hard to imagine 12-year-

old Muhammad Abu-Asy uttering the same cry as he sought refuge beneath his father's

arm. Or Vadim Norzich and Yossi Avrahami as they lay dying on the floor of a

Palestinian police station.

And yet, while Jesus might doubt the steadfastness of his god, he never abandoned

his faith. As he was nearing the end of his agony on the cross, he forgave his killers and

he sought to comfort those dying with him. That moment represents a fundamental shift

in Western man's relationship with god. For it was then that Jesus asserted the divinity of

man, not as a rival to a transcendent and jealous God, but as the frail vessel of human

love. Just when he feared he was alone, Jesus understood the interconnectedness of all

living beings.

And so, like the absurd hero of the Existentialists, it is precisely at the moment that

he recognized his powerlessness and the depth of his despair that Jesus began to triumph

over his fate. The institutional church has it wrong. Despair is not only or always a sin. It

is also the condition of being human in an inhumane world, and it is the starting point of

true redemption.

Looking back across the horrors of the twentieth century, we must face up to the

Nietzschean assertion that "God is dead." For many, this became a cry of despair, even a

call to suicide. As he confronted Hitler's gas chambers and Stalin's mass graves, Albert

Camus concluded that we must move beyond the self-absorbed fixation with suicide and

confront the reality of mass murder. "In the age of negation," he wrote in The Rebel, "it

was of some avail to examine one's position concerning suicide. In the age of ideologies,

we must examine our position in relation to murder."

Yet, in the abyss of human suffering, where death comes unexpectedly and often

hideously, and where it seems at once final and irrelevant, lies the crucible of redemption.

On it, we must forge meaning for a world that seems to make a mockery of human virtue

and human values. "We deny God, we deny the responsibility of God," wrote Nietzsche,

"it is only thus that we will deliver the world." The only meaning in life is that which we

give it. And if we are to have a god who will not fail us, then we must create him

ourselves.

This is no time to abandon god. Instead, we must see him in new guises and look

for him in new places. We must find the way to open our hearts to the executioner as well

as to the executed, to the Israeli police officer (anonymous as he or she is) as well as to

the Palestinian boy, to the killer with the bloody hands as well as to the dead reservist

with the young widow. We must go past that boy's hands and into his soul. We must see

in those red hands our own stigmata.
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This, for me anyway, is the message of Jesus on the cross. Like Camus' Sisyphus at

the moment of his deepest despair, Jesus triumphs over his fate. As he dies, painfully and

alone, he understands that it is only by going deep inside ourselves that we find our

connectedness to all life. True courage is confronting the horror of what we do to each

other – and reaching out instead of turning away.

It is there that god is to be found. More than a transcendent being we have created

in our own image, god is that which makes us fully human. Far from a deity who allows,

encourages, even demands that we kill in his name, god is that light, however dim, which

lets us see ourselves in others. And so, in the end, it is not god who has failed us. It is we

who have failed god because we have failed ourselves. If we continue to do so, we will

surely destroy our world, our god and ourselves.

And so we turn to Jesus – the dying man, not the resurrected Christ – to show us our

common humanity and therefore our common divinity. The key image for the modern

world is not the empty tomb. It is Jesus, in all his insufferable pain, nailed to the cross.

Here god becomes fully human.  Perhaps Jesus came into the world not to consecrate

monotheism but to destroy it.

The crucifixion is not the ultimate sacrifice for the propitiation of our sins. As the

bloody hands and cheering crowds make clear, we live in a world still dripping with the

blood of human sacrifices to an insatiable god. But while crucifixion has stopped neither

murder nor martyrdom, it does offer us the alternative vision of a god, in wholly human

form, who is himself the sacrifice. Where Abraham stood ready to execute his only and

beloved son simply because God asked, we find Jesus telling his followers, "Greater love

hath no man than he who lays down his life for his friends." Only a god who had

transcended his own divinity could do that.

It is a message that goes unheeded in a world where divine love still turns into

divine retribution. A world where the cross has become a ubiquitous symbol of hate. A

world where humans continue to murder and torture in the name of their god. A god who

seems never to get his fill of blood. A god who demands vengeance and canonizes

martyrs. A god who intervenes in human history to anoint his favorites. A god who

allows the powerful to defile the powerless. A god who will not raise his hand to help a

father save his son. A god who insists on our certainty about things we cannot know and

demands our obedience to that which we cannot understand.

In such a world, love as a theoretical concept is a dangerous and destructive thing.

If we are to have peace and justice in this world, we must build it neither on the abstract

love of god nor on some conception of divine justice. We must build it on human love

and human forgiveness. Instead of striving for perfection, we must see as holy all the

messiness of life. Instead of seeking salvation in eternity, we must hold precious the

transience of human existence. Instead of surrendering ourselves to an institutional

monotheism whose lust for power will drown the world in blood, we must reach out to
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the humanity in each of us. And instead of giving in to despair, we must understand it is

the first step toward compassion. Only then can we rise above our fate. "Tomorrow the

world may burst into fragments," wrote Camus. "And the only certainty left to us is that

of naked suffering, common to all, intermingling its roots with those of stubborn hope."

So we come back to both images – the boy about to die and the boy who has just

killed, to Abel and to Cain. It is easy to associate with the victim. His innocence is clear

and his tragedy is obvious. And because his murderer is anonymous, we do not have to

confront the complicated issues of war. But the boy waving to the bloodthirsty crowd is

something else again. How on earth can we compare the blood on his hands to Jesus'

stigmata?

I don't know. But I do know that somehow we must find in both boys the sign of our

common humanity. And then we must see each as an image of god, as a vessel of sacred

humanity. That won't be easy. But if a 34-year-old laborer could do it while nailed naked

to a cross on Golgotha, surely we can find a way as well.


