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“SUFFERING, CHANCE AND DESTINY”
Sometimes we make mistakes about our destiny.
Susan met Bill at a dance, and they seem to hit it off perfectly – she decided that she was
looking at her destiny. So, she agreed to go out for a meal the following night. Bill said that
he would pick her up at her house at 8pm.
The following evening, Susan, knowing that Bill was her destiny, and desirous that he would
think the same about her, spent a lot of time making herself irresistible: she put on a very
chic evening dress, with matching satin shoes, and a vintage pearl necklace with matching
ear-rings. Convinced that she was stunning, with her make up perfect, she sat down and
waited for Bill to arrive.
She was very disappointed when 8pm arrived and there was no sign of him, nor at 8:15 or
8:30. She continued to wait in hope for Bill, for she knew in her heart that he was her
destiny, but still there was no Bill.
At 9.30pm, Susan gave up.
Crying, she ran upstairs to the bathroom and roughly wiped off all her make-up, smudging
her lipstick over her mouth. By now she didn’t care. She went into her bedroom, changed
out of her lovely dress and put on her dressing gown. Finally, she took off her shoes, put on
her sloppiest slippers and went downstairs to watch TV. But as soon as she sat down, the
doorbell rang. When Susan opened it, there stood Bill with a bunch of flowers in his hand.
He looked at Susan with a very worried look on his face and said to her, "Susan, what’s
going on? I’m nearly two hours late, and you’re still not ready?"
May the words of my mouth and the meditations of all our hearts be acceptable in Thy sight,
O Lord our strength and our redeemer.
From the Old testament: “I set before you this day life and death. Therefore, choose life!”
From the Epistle of First John: “Children, because you are from God you have in you, One
who is greater than anyone in this world.”
Martin Luther King JNR said: “In a real sense all life is inter-related. All men are caught in an
inescapable network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one
directly, affects all indirectly. I can never be what I ought to be until you are what you ought
to be, and you can never be what you ought to be until I am what I ought to be. This is the
inter-related structure of reality.”
It was September 11th, 2001 and I was in Sacramento California, minister in a large Church
opposite the capital. The telephone woke me, and a church member said to me “Turn the
television on!” and hung up. And there on the screen unfolded an unimaginable horror of
the planes crashing into the Twin Towers and the Pentagon. I remember the incredible
suffering, the sheer unreality of it all.
Did those people who got on those planes have an appointment with Destiny? Or was it by
chance that they boarded those planes? What about the people in the Twin Towers? Was it
their time to die? What about all the suffering?
About two weeks later I got another phone call this time from Canada. A member of my
former congregation, a David O. slept through his alarm that day. He worked in the Twin

Towers on the very floors from which there was no possibility of rescue. He saw what was
happening while on his way to work, late. Amidst the dust and chaos, he saw the Towers
collapse. Was this God’s hand preserving his life? And if so what about the other folks on
the planes and in the Towers, who arrived for work on time? Was it this young man’s
destiny to be spared? Was it luck? Pure chance? What do you think?
Is destiny the inevitable or necessary fate to which a particular person or thing is destined?
Is it a predetermined course of events considered as something beyond human power or
control? Is it a Power or Agency thought to predetermine events? Is destiny then God at
work? Or is destiny somehow a product of human choices?
In the case of David O., a lot of us comfort ourselves by saying that God was in that sleeping
through the alarm and give thanks. But is that honest?
I think that we want to cling to the idea that as Shakespeare said, “There is a destiny that
shapes our ends, rough hew them how we will.” And I think that comes from a belief that if
we knew all the variables, we would be able to predict the future. And so, would God of
course.
This, however, is for me, an older view, philosophically known as Determinism. It was a
view that could be confidently traced back to Newtonian physics where it was thought that
we lived in a predictable cosmos that operated by constants and laws that were immutable.
The mathematician La Place reinforced this scientific view. He said that if the causal laws of
the mechanistic functions are known and initial conditions given, then the future of any
particular event can be correctly predicted. This strengthened the case for thinkers of the
Deterministic school. And it seems that the case remained in favour of people believing in
destiny, either religious or secular; that is until 1927.
Vishwamohan Tiwari, East Indian philosopher and engineer, has written about this turning
point. He says, “In 1927 came the Uncertainty Principle propounded by Heisenberg, later on
a Nobel laureate. It states that it is not possible to determine both the position and
momentum of a small particle like an electron accurately. If its position is determined
accurately then its momentum cannot be measured accurately and vice versa. This
demolished the LaPlacian verdict, and the case for free will became stronger both in the
mechanistic and human world.”
Since that time there has been a lot of work on the movement of random particles which
reinforces Heisenberg and for me the case moves daily towards ‘free will’ rather than
towards destiny.
But Winston Churchill has an honest quote that I think can help us: He said, "Destiny is not
a matter of chance, it is a matter of choice; it is not a thing to be waited for, it is a thing to
be achieved."
Churchill obviously believed that destiny can be achieved.
He began as a poor student with a speech impediment. He won a Nobel Prize and became
one of the most inspiring speakers of all time.
Similarly, instead of giving up after losing legislative race after legislative race, Abraham
Lincoln persisted and changed what looked like a destiny of failure, to become perhaps the
greatest President of the United States. Charles Atlas the famous body builder began as a 97
lb weakling. These men played the cards they were given. They let the tough cards build
their character and their character became their destiny.
One of the oldest Indian Upanishads says:
You are what your deep driving desire is.
As your desire is, so is your will.
As your will is, so is your deed.
As your deed is, so is your destiny

I believe that what happened on 9/11 was a matter of people making choices, some of them
unconscious, some of them very dark indeed, but nevertheless they were choices that
affected the destiny or final outcomes of many people. All of those folks, either in the planes
or in the Twin Towers, made choices to be where they were. The planes were high jacked
and deliberately flown into the buildings by choice. That is what made that day so horrific.
If the planes had happened by accident to crash into the Towers, we would have accepted
that, and the world would have moved on. But we recognized that these were deliberate
choices and that caused us consternation and fear.
Similarly, either subconsciously or deliberately, David O. slept through his alarm and that
was also on the choice level. It could have been denial, or an unwillingness, or a simple
memory loss or a late-night choice to party the night before, and because of that choice, he
lived. If he had successfully obeyed his alarm he would have died.
“Ah but!” you say to me “The fact that he did not die, this could have been destiny or the
action of God. And I say then to you, you then have to explain the horrific deaths of those
who did set their alarms and get up. Is God that capricious or is it what it is, an incredible
tragedy that has resulted from human choices? And are we really free or not? Is there such
a thing as human depravity? Can it be exercised?
The discussion gets even more interesting when we review the lives of the great teachers
and a rabbi like Jesus of Nazareth. What we know about that historically, was that he chose
to die. He was very popular in the area of Tiberias, so why did he set his face to go to
Jerusalem?
In his mind that was his destiny. And he interpreted that destiny from the suffering servant
passage in Isaiah that called on the Messiah to suffer.
But it seems to me even here he made the choice to go to Jerusalem. It was an exercise of
his free will. He could have stayed safe in Tiberias and history would have gone on without
his influence.
At the moment we are watching suffering, chance and destiny work their ways out in Hong
Kong. A lot of people are making a lot of choices in order to achieve or suppress freedom.
Is this revolution their preordained destiny? Is there an inevitability to it or will it fail and be
suppressed? Are those who live in Hong Kong free? Is destiny on their side?
When we get on a plane or embark on a course of action there are consequences of our
choices and they do not go away. Risk is risk, not destiny. Ask Gabrielle Gifford, or Martin
Luther king Jnr. They did not know the dangers that lay before them on that fateful day that
they were shot, but they did realize beforehand that leadership in public life is dangerous.
In our personal lives when we make bad choices, it is fundamentally dishonest in my view to
blame it on God or destiny. We say that it was God’s will that I lost that job or hit that tree
with my car, but was it? What choices did we make, and others make, that ended that
particular job or created that traffic accident? What responsibility do we have as human
beings for our choices and if destiny shapes our ends what does that do to our sense of
taking responsibility for our actions?
Is there another way to think about choices and destiny altogether?
I think so. And it is counter intuitive. In fact, it is the very opposite of destiny.
It is uncertainty.
In the book Seven Laws of Spiritual Success Deepak Chopra talks about the wisdom of
uncertainty. He says that we need to factor in uncertainty as an essential ingredient of our
experience in the belief that when we accept uncertainty, solutions will spontaneously
emerge out of the problem, out of the confusion disorder and chaos. He says that the more

uncertain things seem to be, the more secure we should feel, because uncertainty is our
path to freedom.
As Christians we could also say that God is in this with us, because the uncertainty principle
appears to hold up in science as part of the created order. When God created all things,
uncertainty was a given like gravity!
It is also in the words of St. Paul: “All things work together for good to those who love
God, to those who are called according to His purpose.”
Given the amazing complexity of the world, it is reasonable to argue that uncertainty has a
purpose and must be in the mix of reality for a reason. We could even say that it might be
the principle behind the freedom we all cherish so much in Canada.
According to Deepak Chopra we need to let go of our need to control outcome (i.e.
what we are calling destiny) and embrace freedom instead.
How do we embrace freedom and make it work for us? Is it all perhaps in how we make
the choices we make?
Christians believe that we can get Help with our choices from God. We don’t have
to be alone in our choice making.
Deepak Chopra sees the human heart as the locus for our spiritual direction. He argues that
the heart is a very sophisticated computer, not just a pump to circulate blood. The Christian
faith has long taught that the heart is our spiritual center…
Once a little boy in one of my Sunday school classes said that God was too far away, and he
did not know how to reach God. And one of the teachers said, “Oh honey, God is in your
heart!” And the little boy’s face lit up!
As St. John says; “Children, because you are from God you have in you, One who is greater
than anyone in the world.”
So, how do we access this Greater One within?
What Deepak Chopra says is that when we have a tough choice to make, the heart has the
tiniest feeling in it to let you know what is the right choice for you. We feel it either as
feeling of comfort or discomfort: With that feeling we know whether to proceed on the
same path or to change course, to wait, to act, or to do nothing. The heart knows, he
teaches. The New Testament teaches the same thing: The holy Spirit witnesses with our
spirit to lead us into the truth.
As Wallace Simpson famously said. “The heart has reasons that the reason does not know.”
Now if God is in the human heart and responds to us on this gentle level then prayer can
come alive for us. We can talk to God and have a conversation. Sometimes this will be in
meditation or in the silence, that our hearts speak to us. And out of this consultation, we
will get a feeling about what to do.
The Bible also teaches us that we are guided through our actions, positive, or negative: we
sow what we reap. This seems to be a part of human destiny. There are consequences to
choices and behavior.
So, we need to ask “What are the consequences of this particular choice that I am making?
Will this choice bring happiness to me and also to those who are affected by this choice?”
As Christians we ask God in our hearts for guidance and then after prayer, we can choose
to be guided by the heart’s message of comfort or discomfort or not. If after prayer the
choice still feels comfortable, we can go ahead with that choice. But if the choice feels
uncomfortable, we can pause to visualize the consequences of our actions. This guidance
will help us to make better choices for ourselves and all those around us. It is called
Wisdom and wisdom is a gift from God that we can all ask for.

There is another way through this minefield, and it is to think clearly about the purpose of
our life. Our faith teaches us that the purpose of our life is to serve others and that is
where happiness lies. When our lives are on purpose, we are serving others in some way.
When we lose track of time because we are absorbed in doing something we love, we are
on purpose. When we ask the questions “How can I serve?” and “How can I help?” we are
on the way to discovering our purpose as individuals. And our purpose can become our
chosen destiny.
If we look at the situation of the Twin Towers, or at Hong Kong today, we are compelled, I
believe, to come to the conclusion that human beings are awesomely free to choose their
destiny for good or ill.
The great preacher William Sloane Coffin, formerly of Riverside Church, once asked the
question of God “Why did you give us so much freedom? We can’t handle it!”
The only answer I can give to the freedom gift, is that love cannot exist without it! Thus,
our freedom is necessary for the grand purpose of the world, which is love. Having a choice
is basic.
If God interfered so much that nobody ever died or suffered or was ever killed, we would
not have the planet as we now know it at all. And we would not be really free…
We would have instead a Divine dictatorship.
To want to be free is essential to our humanity. It is also essential to loving and to being
loved. We cannot compel love. It must be free.
But there is also such a thing as faith, where we become partners in freedom
and uncertainty with God and are humble enough to ask for God’s help.
And the help will come, often in ways we do not expect and always in terms that we are
never abandoned; for God is in our hearts no matter what.
If I had been in that plane heading towards the Twin Towers expecting to die, I would have
been talking to God. I would have asked of course for a change in the cards, but if that was
not to be, I would be still assured that God was with me. I would have committed my spirit
to God, for it is God who gives life and death and my faith assures me that death is not the
final end. God works in two realities.
Karl Barth the German Christian theologian once was asked about the world ending with a
nuclear holocaust and what he thought about that He replied, “Jesus loves me this I know.”
For him it finally came down to an act of faith that this world is good, that we are free, and
that God loves us and that finally we will be alright because of that.
That to me is the destiny: that finally all things will work together for good, both for
those who love God and those who do not. Because, for any of those who do not
believe, it is often a problem of their misunderstanding. I believe that for them a day will
come, either in this life or the next, that the misunderstandings will clear as the mists of
time give way to eternity.
What world famous woman is remembered today as an advocate for people with
disabilities, amid numerous other causes? Who became a suffragist, a pacifist, an opponent of
Woodrow Wilson, a radical socialist and a birth control supporter? What woman in 1915,
along with George Kessler, founded an International organization which is still operating
today as an organization which is devoted to research in vision, health and nutrition?

Who was it who helped found the American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU).Who was it who
traveled to over 39 countries, making several trips to Japan becoming a favourite of the
Japanese people?
What woman met every U.S. President from Grover Cleveland to Lyndon B. Johnson and
was friends with many famous figures, including Alexander Graham Bell, Charlie Chaplin and
Mark Twain!
Why it was a woman who at 18 months of age became blind and deaf and dumb!
Yet she achieved an amazing destiny. How? A great deal of credit goes to Ann Sullivan. She
was a teacher who attempted to teach this blind deaf and dumb girl sign language, a girl who
otherwise was destined to be institutionalized. The task appeared impossible, but Ann
chose to believe otherwise and trust the wisdom of uncertainty to guide her through
her choices.
On an inspiration one day she put water on this then little girl’s hand and then spelled the
letters of ‘water’ into her hand. Suddenly there came over this isolated little child’s face a
look of wonder!
She had understood and after all those years of no connection to the outside world she was
now connected! Her teacher changed her destiny, and that of the world. Anne Sullivan and
Helen Keller went on to change a destiny, choice after choice.
If they could do this, despite these odds, so can you!
As Churchill said: "Destiny is not a matter of chance, it is a matter of choice; it is not a
thing to be waited for, it is a thing to be achieved."
Why must destiny be a choice not a chance?
Because we are awesomely free to choose, and Love can only be sustained where freedom
reigns! And Love is the very nature of the Creator. That is why the world is as it is.
As Robert Frost once said: “Earth's the right place for love. I don't know where it's likely to
go better.”
God chose to make the earth the right place for love, so that in choosing to love The Lord
our God with all our heart and mind and strength and love our neighbor as ourselves, we
might find our destiny, which is to love each other and love the God who made us, with all
our heart. Amen.

