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Is our God, the God of Ebola? 

How does our experience of faith, science, and 
sickness affect our understanding of the God 

who creates, redeems, and sanctifies?

OUR QUESTION



Theodicy: why do bad things 
happen to good people?

Relationship: who are we in relation
to God, neighbor, and environment?

Opportunity: what are we called to do
in light of what we know?

THEMES



What
drew
you 

today?
INTRODUCTIONS



Almighty and everliving God, whose Son Jesus 
Christ healed the sick and restored them to 
wholeness of life, look with compassion on the 
anguish of the world, and by your power make 
whole all peoples and nations; through Jesus 
Christ our Lord, who lives and reigns with you 
and the Holy Spirit, one God, now and for ever.
Amen.
(BAS 355, Collect for Epiphany 6) 

PRAYER



Ebola Zaire

WHAT WE KNOW



“EBOLA”

Population density map by Derek Watkins



VIRUS



Three layers: RNA, Proteins, Membrane
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EBOLA ZAIRE



Infection occurs only through contact with bodily fluids.

INFECTION



 Infection occurs only through contact with bodily fluids.
 Rapid spread to multiple cell types
 Incubation 2-12 days
 Initial symptoms include: 
 muscle pain, fever, fatigue, headache and sore throat

 5 days later:
 nausea, abdominal pain, diarrhea, vomiting

 Within 2 weeks:
 liver and kidney failure, bleeding

 Mortality estimates: 70%
 Survivors cease to be infectious within 7 weeks.

EBOLA VIRUS DISEASE
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Humans

Other Animals (e.g., Cats, Bears)

Protists (e.g., Diatoms, Amoebas)

Bacteria (e.g., E. coli)

Viruses (e.g., HIV, Ebola)

Rocks



Human accident (kid at museum)

Animal survival (piranha)

Bacterial survival (food poisoning)

Viral replication (Ebola)

Rock with momentum (asteroid)

Human intent (war and torture)
CAU

SES O
F SU

FFER
IN

G



In 
relation
to 
God
and 
neighbor

WHO WE ARE



PRAYER

Gracious God, you have heard the prayers of 
your faithful people; you know our needs before 
we ask, and our ignorance in asking. Grant our 
requests as may be best for us. May God the 
Father bless us, God the Son heal and protect 
us, God the Holy Spirit give us strength. May 
God the holy and undivided Trinity guard our 
body, save our soul, and bring us safely to that 
heavenly country; where God lives and reigns 
for ever and ever. Amen. (BAS and BCP)
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POSSIBLE HOSTS

Bush Pig
Blue Duiker

Central Chimpanzee

Lowland
Gorilla



HISTORY

26 outbreaks
1-425 cases

Congo (DRC) 10
Gabon 5
Uganda 5
Sudan 3
Cote d’Ivoire 1



PRESENT

26 outbreaks
1-425 cases

Congo (DRC) 10 + 1
Gabon 5
Uganda 5
Sudan 3
Cote d’Ivoire 1

West Africa 
(~24,000)



PRESENT

West Africa (~24,000)

Quarantine breaks:
Nigeria 
Mali
Senegal
Spain
Britain
United States



“A CAREGIVERS DISEASE”



“A CAREGIVERS DISEASE”



“A CAREGIVERS DISEASE”



STATISTICS

Guinea Sierra Leone Liberia Canada United
States

Population 11.5 M
(cp. MA, CT, RI)

5.7 M
(cp. MD)

4.1 M
(cp. KY)

35 M 319 M

Area (km2) 246,000
(cp. MI)

71,700
(cp. MA, NJ, CT)

111,000 
(cp. VA)

10 M 10 M

Life Exp. 60 57 58 82 80

Sanitation 33% 22% 17% 100% 100%

Doctors per 
100,000
(Cambridge)

10 2 1 207 242

Poverty 47% 70% 80% 9% (?) 15%

Cases 3219 11466 9249 4

Deaths 2129 3546 4117 [CDC 3/1] 1



HOW 
ARE 
YOU 

FEELING
?

PAUSE
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JUST UNKNOWN
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For me the God as unknown argument must come with humility 
(I may never know) and genuine willingness to act (Don’t you 
dare) evidenced in the Bible.

John 9:1-4
As he walked along, he saw a man blind from birth. His 
disciples asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned, this man or his 
parents, that he was born blind?’ Jesus answered, ‘Neither this 
man nor his parents sinned; he was born blind so that God’s 
works might be revealed in him. We must work the works of him 
who sent me while it is day; night is coming when no one can 
work.

HUMBLE ACTIVISM

For a more complete survey of scripture, check out
https://sciencespiritscripture.wordpress.com/2015/01/13/
the-problem-of-god-and-suffering/



How do we 
respond in
love and 
faith?

WHERE WE’RE GOING



Viral diseases cannot be cured per se but our immune response 
can be improved by priming the patient with virus particles.

We would not use Ebola particles, but we can add Ebola signal 
proteins to particles of other viruses and use them to trigger an 
immune response.

Two vaccines and an artificial antibody are currently in human 
trials.

VACCINE



VSV-ZEBOV
 Vesicular Stomatitis Virus (VSV) is a relative of rabies that 

only causes flu-like symptoms in humans.
 We can add Ebola virus glycoproteins and generate a 

sufficient immune response in crab-eating macaques.
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VSV-ZEBOV
 Vesicular Stomatitis Virus (VSV) is a relative of rabies that 

only causes flu-like symptoms in humans.
 We can add Ebola virus glycoproteins and generate a 

sufficient immune response in crab-eating macaques.
 Human subjects trial ongoing.
 Ebolanomics note:
 Patent held by the Public Health Agency of Canada.
 Sold licensing rights to NewLink for developing  a vaccine before the 

crisis $205,000.
 NewLink sold commercial rights to Merck for $50M.

VACCINE



cAd3-ZEBOV
 Chimpanzee Adenovirus type 3 (cAd3) relative of cold virus.
 GlaxoSmithKline engineered to express Ebola glycoproteins
 Human subjects trial ongoing.
 Ethics note:
 Given to 11 patients before trials
 Which patients?

VACCINE



ZMAPP
 Artificial antibodies
 Developed by Leaf pharmaceuticals

ZMAPP



Patient success should be better in controlled environments 
with constant liquids and medical support. Not enough cases 
have occurred in such ideal conditions to have good numbers.

Ebolanomics note: What is an acceptable cost to treat one 
patient? To save one patient’s life?

Ebolanomics note: How do we prioritize treatment and vaccine 
research? WHO estimates 200 million malaria cases and 
600,000 deaths in 2013.

TREATMENT



Make a start.
Where do your talents and passions meet the needs of the 

world?
What can you do personally in response to suffering?

WHAT NOW?



 For my part…
 I cannot say why there is suffering but, given that suffering 

exists…
 I believe that God is the best way to understand the universe: 

God is with us in the suffering.
 I believe that my response should be one of faith, building 

relationships of trust and service.
 I believe that the church as an important role to play in 

wielding all the tools of memory, reason, and skill to these 
ends. That includes the best scientific knowledge we have, as 
well as the wisdom of the church in empowering people and 
binding them together.
 That’s why I’m here.

WHAT NOW?



 For my part…
We can’t always conquer that which destroys the body, but we 

can conquer that which destroys body and soul. We can 
conquer apathy, fear, and hatred, with faith, hope, and love. 
Christianity shifts our attention from the unanswerable—how to 
live without struggle and suffering—to the answerable—how to 
live fully. No creature can be my enemy without first and finally 
being my neighbor. 

WHAT NOW?



 Thank you to the John Templeton Foundation for 
funding my research.

 Thank you to David Haid, John Wakeley and the 
Harvard Department of Organismic and Evolutionary 
Biology for hosting my research.

 Thank you to Randy Isaac, and all of you for having 
me.

THANK YOU!

To find out more about me and my work, follow my blogs:
https://sciencespiritscripture.wordpress.com/ (“life” in science and Christianity)
https://dacalu.wordpress.com/ (sermons, essays, poetry)
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