
Haiti, God, and James Wood’s caricature of the response of believers  
 
James Wood is appalled by the kind of thing believers say when disaster strikes. The 

tone of his editorial makes one wonder if he can speak about the approach to life he 
opposes – belief in God - without caricaturing it.  

Woods is right to point out that average Haitians no less than preachers and Presidents 
respond to disaster by investing it with significance of two fundamental kinds: (1) “it’s a 
wakeup call”; and (2) “it could’ve been me.” But he is wrong to play off one response 
against the other. And he is foolish to think that the “the luck of the draw” interpretation 
of harmful events – the enlightened atheist interpretation on his reckoning - marks an 
advance.  

It is constitutive of the learning reflex to think of bad things that happen as wake-up 
calls. The reasons why an individual has a heart-attack are, from an empirical standpoint, 
next to inscrutable. Nature (inherited traits), nurture (acquired habits of diet, sleep, and 
exercise), and Wood’s global answer, the luck of the draw, are all contributing factors.  

The wise individual who survives a heart attack will nonetheless focus on the one 
factor she has control over: acquired habits. She will identify habits worth changing and 
strive to modify them. She may respond, not only be becoming less of a couch potato, but 
by reconciling with a former friend and giving more of herself to others. It would be 
churlish to point out that her response is misguided because her heart attack was caused 
by a congenital condition. Even if that were the case, something about which theists and 
atheists alike have no certain knowledge. 

A Haitian put it this way, “I blame man. God gave us nature, and we Haitians, and our 
governments, abused the land. You cannot get away without consequences.”  

Wood does not notice that this is a wise response. He finds it wanting. But it is exactly 
the kind of response one hopes an individual will take after surviving a disaster, whether 
the disaster is personal (a heart attack) or cosmic (an earthquake, a hurricane). This is true 
regardless of the fact that nature and “luck” may have had more to do with the extent of 
the damage done than choices made by the individual and the collectivity to which he 
belongs - structural, circumstantial, and singular choices. 

What about the response: “but for the grace of God, there go I”? Wood finds this 
response as wanting as the first. He seems to think of the two responses as an either/ or. 
In reality they are flip sides of the same coin.  

The “it could’ve been me” response, if expressed by a well-adjusted person, is a mark 
of humility. We are not captains of our own destiny. Life is a gift, not something we are 
entitled to.  

If I’m driving down the highway, and a vehicle flies into the ditch in order to avoid an 
accident, the responsible thing to do is to stop and help the people in the vehicle in the 
ditch. They nearly got themselves killed. One or more passengers may be injured. It’s 
time to help.  

But for a sheer gift of God or fate, it could have been my vehicle that flew into the 
ditch, or my vehicle that made a head-on collision with the truck that crossed the median 
and ploughed into incoming traffic.  
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An awareness of how contingent life is on “acts of God” does not lead, within the 
metanarrative a Jew or a Christian espouses, to random acts of kindness or random acts of 
irresponsibility. It leads to deliberate acts of kindness in the face of particular tragedies. 

The atheist gripe with the approach to life of theists is trivial. It is bothered by the 
theistic personalization of events that, from the objective standpoint of a Martian, are 
impersonal. It is no less bothered by the theistic depersonalization of events that, once 
again from an objective point of view, are clearly personal. Such as the believer’s 
response to wanton harm caused by others: “Forgive them, for they know not what they 
do.” 

What the atheist seems not to notice is that theistic responses to the vicissitudes of life 
are survival strategies possessed of complexity and a high if inadequate degree of 
effectiveness.  

This is more than one say of the atheistic response to the vicissitudes of life. If there is 
such a thing.  

“Dead trees grow greener when you pray,” sang Canadian folksinger Bruce Cockburn. 
The famous atheist Dawkins self-identifies as a “cultural Christian.” I’m happy for him. 
He needs something to get him through the day. Even if he has no reason to be a 
responsible person and engage in deliberate acts of kindness which cannot possibly 
redound to his ulterior benefit except on the premise that the world is possessed of a 
moral order, at least he does so. 

If anything, that makes his actions more commendable than the actions of someone 
who deals kindly with others on the premise that to do so is its own reward, and will be 
rewarded again on the last day.  

But then, one must be a theist to draw such a positive conclusion about the 
commendableness of typical atheist behavior.  


