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Introduction


Almost two weeks ago after Bob sent out an e-mail saying he was heading to Florida to be with his mother in her last days, I immediately responded with assurance of my prayers and what you always say at times like these, “If there is anything I can do let me know.” He then, also immediately wrote back, “Would you preach Sunday?” which would have been last week.


Well. I was just being courteous when I said “anything.” Fortunately I had an excuse. My son got married in Asheville last weekend so I was going to be away. 


Last Tuesday, when it looked possibly Bob was going to be out another week Ben called asking if I would preach today. . . . How could I say no? I had said “anything.” 


This actually is a great illustration of my struggle at time to show care when often I don’t care.


I don’t care. I don’t care about a lot of things. 


I don’t care about piracy off the coast of Somalia.


I don’t care about the decline of the honeybee population. 


I don’t care about looming budget deficits . . . although at age 61 I am beginning to care about Medicare. 


I mean really care as in motivated into action.


I don’t care about global warming. I say I do but don’t lose any sleep over it. I have done precious little to reduce my carbon footprint.
Did you hear this story in the news last week? Two British environmental activists, whose carbon-neutral voyage to Greenland's polar ice cap resulted in a storm-induced mayday call, were rescued by (wait for it) … an oil tanker.



The activists were two weeks into their adventure aboard the Fleur, a 40-foot yacht outfitted with solar panels and a wind turbine. . . .  "The decision was made that the risk to our personal safety was too great to continue," Spink said in a statement. Those hopes were realized in the form of the 113,000-ton tanker Overseas Yellowstone, carrying 680,000 barrels of oil. The ship picked up the Fleur's crew about 400 miles off the Irish coast. Irony aside, the crew praised the tanker's Captain Ferro and his men for being "outstanding in the execution of the rescue." These environmentalists cared. 


Caring becomes a burden. There is so much to care about . . . things that really need our attention . . . and we can know about an earthquake or tsunami within hours . . . within a few more hours a website is up for me to make a contribution . . . to show I care.


Then I come to church and hear as we do today: I John 5: 2-3 By this we know that we love the children of God, when we love God and obey his commandments. For the love of God is this, that we obey his commandments.

John 15: 12-13 This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you. No one has greater love than this, to lay down one’s life for one’s friends.


There is a great disconnect between the words we all agree to as found in the scriptures . . . “This is my commandment, that you love one another as I have loved you,” and how much we actually show that love by how much we care.  


I was reminded recently that the “opposite of love is not hate . . . it is indifference.” All this “not caring” is really feeling indifferent about groups of people or causes I could take up. 


Some call it compassion fatigue. There is so much in our consciousness demanding our compassion we just get tired of caring. We just don’t care. 

1. Acknowledge our limitations


Early in my ministry I picked up a slogan . . . a cliché . . . that helped me gain some perspective on caring for a hurting world. It goes like this . . . 

“You can’t die on every cross.” 

You can die on a few . . . we must die on a few. 

A couple of weeks ago at the end of the silent retreat several of us were chatting. I was looking for volunteers to serve as hosts at the Lost River Retreat Center. Linda Gooding was looking for volunteers for Habitat for Humanity. We each had a mission we cared about. I didn’t sign up for Habitat nor did she for Lost River.

You can’t die on every cross. . . . just a few.

2. The “not caring” can be more pervasive


The “not caring” can go beyond the specifics of not caring about a class of people suffering or an issue needing some attention. Our whole life can seem like we don’t care.  Kathleen Norris have given me a new word, “acedia.” Acedia, spiritual torpor and apathy, Gk. Akédeia = indifference, a- + kedos, care (not caring)


Kathleen Norris has taken on this topic in her new book Acedia & Me: A Marriage, Monks, and a Writer's Life.  She writes: At its Greek root, the word acedia means the absence of care. The person afflicted by acedia refuses to care or is incapable of doing so. When life becomes too challenging and engagement with others too demanding, acedia offers a kind of spiritual morphine: you know the pain is there, yet can't rouse yourself to give a damn. That it hurts to care is borne out in etymology, for care derives from an Indo-European word meaning "to cry out," as in a lament. Caring is not passive, but an assertion that no matter how strained and messy our relationships can be, it is worth something to be present, with others, doing our small part. Care is also required for the daily routines that acedia would have us suppress or deny as meaningless repetition or too much bother.


She also responded to questions in a recent interview: 

I think of acedia as the spiritual aspect of sloth. The word literally means not-caring, or being unable to care, and ultimately, being unable to care that you can't care. Acedia is spiritual morphine, but it does more than mask pain. It causes us to lose faith in ourselves and in our relationships with others.

In the fourth century the early Christian monks regarded acedia as one of the worst of the "eight bad thoughts" that plagued a monk trying to live and pray in peace. Acedia was right up there with anger and pride. Over the next few centuries, however, as the "eight bad thoughts" evolved into what the church came to define as the "seven deadly sins" acedia was subsumed into the sin of sloth. And as sloth became associated more with physical laziness, we lost the sense of acedia as a deadly spiritual affliction.


Also, for centuries people believed that only monastic people, who were deliberately pursuing a disciplined ascetic life, would suffer from acedia, growing bored with the daily routine and ultimately so discouraged that they could no longer care about what had drawn them to monastic life in the first place.


The plethora of 24-hour news sources are perfect carriers of the disease, bombarding us with so much "information" that we can no longer distinguish between what is important and what is not, and discern what we truly need to care about.


Acedia is tricky. It can surface as boredom, but it can also attach itself to our busy schedules, making us too weary to care about much except the next task on the list. 


As an aside, Sogyal Rinpoche calls this Western Laziness. That is staying so busy that we do not have time to attend to spiritual things.


Back to Norris who cared for her husband for years before his death in 2003. In caregiving I adopted the role of a woman warrior, and it worked for a while, especially during times of crisis. I got things done for the people I loved. But the eternal question that acedia asks—the "why bother?"—was always there, lurking in the shadows, suggesting that what I was doing was useless, and that there was no hope.


This interview concludes: How do you stand with acedia today? I feel grateful to have finished a book that I nearly abandoned many times, but I know that I will always have to combat acedia. It is part of who I am. I'm trying to talk my publisher into making me a t-shirt that reads: "Got acedia? Who cares?"


I like the idea of "standing with" acedia, facing it head on, because acedia would prefer that I lie down and moan and just not give a damn.

3. I want to turn the word “indifference” on its head.


We usually take indifference as a negative. From a thesaurus: Indifference, disinterest, Unresponsiveness, Apathy, Lack of sympathy, Lack of interest, Lack of concern, Unconcern, Coldness.


I would like to introduce a more positive spin on “indifference.” To the point, God doesn’t care. God is indifferent.


You who know me and who have been around me as I speak about the contemplative life know that it does not take me long before I am quoting Belden Lane from The Solace of Fierce Landscapes: Exploring Desert and Mountain Spirituality.


I often tell my students that if I weren’t a Christian raised in the Reformed tradition, I’d probably be a Jew, and if I weren’t a Jew, I’d be a Buddhist. These three traditions engage me by the power of their stories, the seriousness with which they address the meaning of suffering, and their strange, even vehement, attitude toward God. The people of these faiths, formed by mountains, desert, and rough terrain, celebrate, oddly enough, a sense of God’s indifference to all the assorted, hand-wringing anxieties of human life. In their grand notions of divine sovereignty and the embrace of the void (with its prerequisite emptying of the self), they undercut altogether the incessant self-absorption that preoccupies the American mind. They discover in the vast resources of divine disinterest a freedom and a joy that is missing in much of contemporary pop theology. p. 52-53


In a society that emphasizes the limitless possibilities of the individual self, it comes as a strange freshness to be confronted by an unfathomable God, indifferent to the petty, self-conscious needs that consume us. p. 53

The austere, unaccommodating landscapes of desert, mountain, and heath recall once again the smallness of self and the majesty of Being. Such places bring to mind what theologians once described as the aseity of God, a divine indifference having as its goal the ultimate attraction of that which it initially repels. p. 53


Occasioning this whole line of thought for me is a phrase that has rumbled for several years in and out of my consciousness like a nagging koan. “We are saved in the end by the things that ignore us.” I found it in a book by Andrew Harvey, an Englishman from Oxford writing about Buddhist meditation, the landscape of northern India along the borders of Tibet, and his own pilgrimage in search of a self he meant to lose. . . . Most compelling to his imagination was the fact that the awesome beauty of this fierce land was in no way conditioned by his own frail presence. It was not there for him. The stream would continue to lunge over the rocks on its way to the valleys below long after he’d gone. The apricot trees would scrape out a spare existence and eventually die entirely apart from any consideration of his having passed that way. Only in that moment of afternoon sunlight in Ladakh, as he abandoned any thought of hurrying on to the monastery, did he receive back something he’d already unconsciously offered. Hence he declared, “The things that ignore us save us in the end. Their presence awakens silence in us; they refresh our courage with the purity of their detachment.” Becoming present to a reality entirely separate from his own world of turmoil strangely set him free. By its very act of ignoring him, the landscape invited him out of his frantic quest for self-fulfillment. p. 54


Jesuit Anthony de Mello describes the paradox of the frangible self in this way. “Before I was twenty,” he says, “I never worried about what other people thought of me. But after I was twenty I worried endlessly—about all the impressions I made and how people were evaluating me. Only sometime after turning fifty, did I realize that they hardly ever thought about me at all.” So often people presume themselves to be at the center of everyone else’s attention, performing for an audience that isn’t there. Their chief loss, in the process, is missing the gift of blessed indifference that was being offered to them all along. “We are saved in the end by the things that ignore us.” p. 57


God’s indifference to all the cares brought with me from the day’s events—an indifference mediated through the dark, slim images of night—makes possible a lighter touch on everything I’d considered important. It draws me out of myself into an indifference of my own, an ability to remain neutral and unruffled before all the various obsessions of the day. This is the abandon of which Jean Pierre de Cassaude wrote so compellingly in his Abandonment to Divine Providence. It’s the “holy indifference” that Francis de Sales extolled in his Treatise on the Love of God. “The indifferent heart,” Francis affirmed, “is a ball of wax in the hands of its God . . .; it is a heart without choice, equally disposed for everything, having no other object of its will than the will of its God. . . .” p. 58

Lane goes on to repeat a delightful story about a young monk learning about not caring about what others think.

The story is told, in the [writings of the desert monastics in the early centuries of the Christian era], about a brother who came to Macarius the Egyptian, asking the great abbot of the monastery at Scete how to become holy. The older monk told him to go to the cemetery nearby and to abuse the dead, yelling at them for all he was worth, even throwing stones. The young man thought this strange, but did as he was told and then returned to his teacher. “What did they say to you?” Macarius asked. “Nothing,” the brother replied. “Then go back again tomorrow and praise them,” answered the abbot, “calling them apostles, saints, and righteous men. Think of every compliment you can.” 


The young man once more did as he was told, then returned to the cloister, where Macarius asked, “What did they say this time?” “They still didn’t answer a word,” replied the brother. “Ah, they must, indeed, be holy people,” said Abba Macarius. “You insulted them and they did not reply. You praised them and they did not speak. Go and do likewise, my friend, taking no account of either the scorn of men or their praises.” This is what it means to learn the dying to neighbor that the desert teaches. God doesn’t care in the sense that God is indifferent to all my anxieties and shortcomings. 


Jesus encouraged us to take the same attitude of being indifferent. Luke 6: 37-38, 41-42 ‘Do not judge, and you will not be judged; do not condemn, and you will not be condemned. Forgive, and you will be forgiven; give, and it will be given to you. A good measure, pressed down, shaken together, running over, will be put into your lap; for the measure you give will be the measure you get back.’ Why do you see the speck in your neighbor’s eye, but do not notice the log in your own eye? Or how can you say to your neighbor, “Friend, let me take out the speck in your eye”, when you yourself do not see the log in your own eye? You hypocrite, first take the log out of your own eye, and then you will see clearly to take the speck out of your neighbor’s eye.


Years ago I was working through a deep hurt. I was reading everything I could to help heal the wound inflicted on my by another. Then I read these words in a book that was otherwise a bunch of pat answers, “As soon as you can, as sincerely as you can, forgive the person who has hurt you AND forgive yourself for judging them.”

I knew my forgiving the other person was essential to my healing. But I never considered my judging this person needed forgiveness.


When responding to the commandment to love in a world of pain and suffering we need to forgive those who inflict the suffering . . . AND forgive ourselves for judging them . . . forgive yourself for not caring.


In the face of the command to love comes the strange paradox: Care but don’t care.
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