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     La Peste 
      (sermon  by Rev. Deane Perkins, August, 2012) 
 

 

It feels good to me to be back at church in the pulpit, here at 

UU Belfast.  There has been a lot of activity at the church this 

summer, primarily because of the structural changes that we are 

making upstairs in order to accommodate our children and young 

people.  Our Director of Religious Exploration informed me this 

week that we now have 72 children in our RE program.  The 

Senior High Youth group, which a year ago did not exist, will itself  

have 16 youth.  And as we look forward this year to creating a 

church covenant, mission statement, perhaps a statement of 

conscience on marriage equality; making even more decisions 

about space for this church community; having a plethora of adult 

programs through adult lifespan; and much more, it is an exciting  

time for our church. 

I have appreciated members asking how my summertime has 

gone as well.  I generally respond that it has been really good, 
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especially since I was able to drive to Phoenix for General 

Assembly in my little Prius which, I discovered, can actually get 

over 60 miles to the gallon, and then see all four of our children 

that Sue and I have in our blended family. 

But what I have not readily mentioned to people is an 

overwhelming sense of sadness that I have felt occasionally this 

summer.  So I will now.  This is not meant to be depressing, or 

cynical in any way.  As a matter of fact, I find that sadness, and the 

pain that lies underneath, always makes me more compassionate. 

And it is compassion, I think, that we need for healing to take 

place. 

In January of 2011, after a gunman in Tucson, Arizona killed 

six people and wounded 13 others, including  Congresswoman 

Gabrielle Giffords, President Barack Obama said: “We cannot and 

will not be passive in the face of such violence….We should be 

willing to challenge old assumptions in order to lessen the 

prospects of such violence in the future.” (Time Magazine, August 6, 2012,  pg. 

28)  And he asked that a national conversation take place, that it be 
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done with civility, and that it should include “everything from the 

merits of gun-safety laws to the adequacy of our mental-health 

system.”   

But none of this has taken place.  It has been estimated, 

according to Time Magazine, that “mass shootings have become a 

plague since the late 1970s, averaging nearly 20 per year.” (Ibid.)  

This is an epidemic, and yet nothing of substance has taken place 

to reduce such violence in this country. 

On the contrary, in Aurora, Colorado just over 3 weeks ago, a 

gunman goes into a movie theatre and shoots 70 people, killing 12.  

And a week ago today, in Oak Creek, Wisconsin, a gunman shoots 

10 people, killing six. The conversations that I heard on radio or 

read about after these shootings had to do primarily with the issue 

of gun control and assault weapons.  Here’s  Time Magazine’s 

assessment after the Colorado shootings:  “ And so it was striking, 

and disappointing, that Obama and Mitt Romney—and most of a 

jaded mass media—scurried away from any substantive discussion 

after alleged gunman James Holmes went on a murderous spree” in 
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Colorado….Bill Clinton signed into law both the assault-weapons 

ban, which George W. Bush allowed to lapse in 2004, and the 

Brady Law….Democratic-leaning constituencies—especially 

minorities and the poor—remain the primary victims of gun 

violence.  And yet the party has abandoned the gun-control debate, 

leaving the field to an ever more fanatic National Rifle 

Association.” (Ibid.) 

And then the conversations that I heard went on to talk about 

why these incidents occurred.  And it was soon discovered that 

Holmes was being treated by a psychiatrist, and so confirmed 

suspicions that he was mentally unstable.  And Wade Page, the 

assailant in Wisconsin who killed Sikh worshipers at their temple 

last Sunday,  presumably thinking they were Muslim, was 

purportedly part of a white supremacist hate group. 

While this information may be helpful, and the conversations 

do, in fact, need to take place, I am deeply concerned that this is all 

pretty superficial.  Michael Moore sent out a letter after the Aurora 

shooting and suggested that the question he posed nine years ago 
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in his movie, Bowling  for Columbine, has never been dealt with 

adequately by this country. He states: “But here's the difference 

between the rest of the world and us [as a country]: We have TWO 

Auroras that take place every single day of every single year! At 

least 24 Americans every day (8-9,000 a year) are killed by people 

with guns – and that doesn't count the ones accidentally killed by 

guns or who commit suicide with a gun. Count them and you can 

triple that number to over 25,000.” 

“That means the United States is responsible for over 80% of 

all the gun deaths in the 23 richest countries combined. 

Considering that the people of those countries, as human beings, 

are no better or worse than any of us, well, then, why us?”  (Michael 

Moore, email,  July 24, 2012). 

We need to have a serious conversation about the reasons 

why we as a culture and country are so violent.  We need to talk 

about the mythologies , theologies, and worldviews that perpetuate 

these horrors.  We need to talk about the soul of this country, and 

of the incivility, hatred, and vitriolic rhetoric that seem to reign 
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supreme under the assumption that freedom of speech is an 

absolute.  

 But we need first to deal with our own souls, our own self, 

our own narcissism—for only then does healing take place, and 

our spiritual self emerges.  So I would like to take a moment to 

discuss a novel by Albert Camus entitled  La Peste, or The Plague, 

as a way to look more deeply at the whole issue of violence and 

evil. 

Let me emphasize that the sadness I have felt recently 

reflects, for me, our seeming inability and unwillingness as a 

nation, as a culture, as individuals,  to look deeply into who we are, 

why we do what we do, and where we need to be ethically and 

compassionately.  It reflects, for me, our seemingly insatiable 

desire to control and have power over others, even at the cost of 

peoples’ lives .  It reflects, for me, the propensity to do immense 

evil in the name of justice.  It reflects, for me, our inability and 

unwillingness to deal substantively--and therefore theologically—

with the pervasive issues of suffering and evil.   
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Camus’ The Plague was written as a chronicle of events 

which occurred during an epidemic of bubonic plague in the 

Algerian coastal town of Oran.   Many citizens were isolated from 

their spouses and partners when city authorities took drastic action 

and closed off Oran from the outside world, and many suffered and 

died as the epidemic spread. 

Many of Oran’s citizens remained engrossed in their own 

private affairs, but the major characters in the novel reveal that it 

was possible, and even necessary at times, to go beyond pure 

egoistic pleasures and individualism.  The journalist, Rambert, for 

example, was a stranger who found himself stranded in the closed-

off city.  He desperately attempted to return to his lover in Paris,  

to the only one who had any meaning for him.  Abstract thought, 

theology, and metaphysics were irrelevant to this man whose only 

desire was for happiness through the love of another person.  When  

the authorities refused to allow him to leave the city, he contacted 

the guards at the gates who, for a price, arranged to free him 

illegally.  On the very day that he was to escape, he decided to stay 
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in Oran and help in the fight against the plague.  The narrator of 

the story, Dr. Bernard Rieux, told Rambert that there was nothing 

shameful in leaving and in pursuing one’s own happiness.  And 

Rambert replied: “But it may be shameful to be happy by 

oneself….Until now I always felt a stranger in this town,…But 

now that I’ve seen what I have seen, I know that I belong here 

whether I want it or not.  This business is everybody’s business.” 

(The Plague, by Albert Camus)  Rambert is suggesting that, for him, there is a 

new set values that had come into being—a sense of solidarity and 

community in the struggle to resist. 

 In another conversation with Dr. Rieux, the character, Jean 

Tarrou, speaks frankly about his struggles with the problem of 

murder.  As a youth, he had been repulsed and horrified when he 

observed his father, a public prosecutor, demand the guillotine for 

a frightened man charged with murder.  Tarrou left home, 

convinced that the social order around him was based upon the 

death sentence.  He joined a revolutionary movement to fight 

against any established order that could perpetuate such murder.  
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Yet one day he witnessed an execution by party comrades in 

Hungary, and saw the hole that had been left in the man’s chest.  

He experienced the same horror and repulsion, and began to realize 

that all people were capable of condemning others to death.  And 

yet there was no absolute that was worth the killing of others. 

  In Tarrou’s words:  “And thus I came to understand that I, 

anyhow, had had plague through all those long years in which, 

paradoxically enough, I’d believed with all my soul that I was 

fighting it.  I learned that I had had an indirect hand in the deaths 

of thousands of people; that I’d even brought about their deaths by 

approving of acts and principles which could only end that way….I 

have realized that we all have plague….So that is why I resolved 

to have no truck with anything which, directly or indirectly, for 

good reasons or for bad, brings death to anyone or justifies others 

putting him to death….All I maintain is that on this earth there are 

pestilences and there are victims, and it’s up to us, so far as 

possible, not to join forces with the pestilences.” (Ibid.) 
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What is evil and where does it reside?  “I have realized that 

we all have plague,” says Tarrou.  We need but to look inside, and 

find the daemonic, and the propensity to project our own shadow  

onto the world and others.  Might it be that much of our own 

suffering and pain has to do with our own complicity in 

perpetuating pain—whether we are aware of it or not?  Until we 

look inside, this world will always have pestilences that we 

ourselves feed.  This is not meant as a guilt trip; it is meant as a 

reality check. 

Dr. Rieux continues his job of trying to save the people 

around him, even though he feels totally helpless and impotent.  It 

was his fundamental conviction that there were sick people who 

needed curing, that there could be no surrender but only the 

relentless fight to save as many people as possible from death and 

from that separation from others which it brings. 

Rieux’s intense feelings and his vehement struggle seem to 

be related to his atheistic position.  There is one poignant scene 

when Rieux and Father Paneloux, the local clergyman, watch in 
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anguish as a young boy dies after prolonged and unbearable agony.  

Rieux proclaims the boy’s innocence, and expresses his feeling of 

mad revolt.  Paneloux asserts that such a death is revolting since it 

passes human understanding, but that perhaps we should love that 

which we cannot comprehend.  Feeling himself immediately 

opposed to the classical statement that represents traditional 

Christianity’s answer to evil and suffering, Rieux retorts: “No, 

Father.  I’ve a very different idea of love.  And until my dying day 

I shall refuse to love a scheme of things in which children are put 

to torture.” (Ibid.) 

And at one point in the novel, Tarrou asks Rieux directly if 

he believes in God.  “No,” asserts Rieux, “but what does that really 

mean?  I’m fumbling in the dark, struggling to make something 

out….And then I had to see people die….Mightn’t it be better for  

God if we refuse to believe in Him and struggle with all our might 

against death, without raising our eyes toward the heaven where 

He sits in silence?” (Ibid.) 
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While Tarrou raises the issue of evil or plague internally, 

psychologically, spiritually,  Rieux raises the issue of evil 

metaphysically.  He asks the age-old question of theodicy---how is 

it possible to reconcile evil and suffering given a loving God?  And 

the simplistic dualisms of many religious , and perhaps political 

belief systems—heaven and hell, God and the devil, good and 

evil—are simply not sufficient in today’s world.  They are closed 

systems which do not allow for the introspection which is 

necessary to deal with the complexities of life. 

Even after the plague lifted mysteriously from the city of 

Oran, Rieux realized that his fight was never-ending, for the 

epidemic itself was never defeated.  But the ethic that emerges, the 

hope that comes through, has to do with solidarity, compassion, 

and love as the protagonists create together community in their 

common struggle against evil and suffering.   

Rieux tells the reader that, “The tale he had to tell could not 

be one of a final victory.  It could be only the record of what had 

had to be done, and what assuredly would have to be done again in 
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the never ending fight against terror and its relentless onslaughts, 

despite their personal afflictions, by all who, while unable to be 

saints but refusing to bow down to pestilences, strive their utmost 

to be healers.” (Ibid.) 

And is this not what we, as a spiritual community, are all 

about?  Is this not our own ministry--to be healers?  But healing 

has to be understood within an appropriate context.  Our 

politicians—and I don’t care what party they are from--can 

espouse easily the necessity of waging war, using drones, engaging 

in the death penalty and other forms of violence for national 

security and for healing national wounds, calling other people 

“evil,” or mentally unstable.  But such a system, it seems to me,  

perpetuates death for the sake of revenge, euphemistically calling it 

justice; it is, ultimately, plague.  This kind of system is not about 

healing, for it does not deal adequately and deeply enough with the 

complex issues surrounding suffering and evil.  Nor is healing 

about absolutes—except one—and that is Love itself.   
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What does it mean to be part of a spiritual community?  

Perhaps, like Tarrou, we need to acknowledge our own shadow, 

and even our own propensity to infect others with plague.  

 But therein lies our hope and our challenge, for then our 

journey is a journey of truth, and then we can choose openly not to 

join forces with the pestilences….but to strive our utmost to be 

lovers and healers.  And our own pain and our own sadness help 

us, for they allow us to become vulnerable, allow us to feel the 

pain of others, allow us to know compassion.  A spiritual 

community helps heal wounds through compassion.  We are called 

to be that community. 

May it be so. 

Amen 


