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The saying “Wer den Schaden hat, braucht für den Spott nicht zu sorgen” seems to be
far more familiar in German than in its English translation, “He who has loss need
not arrange for mockery.” This comes as no surprise, given that the very concept of
Schadenfreude is so very German that the English-speaking world never even
bothered to translate the term. The idea, however, has caught on, and there is already
a substantial subdivision of what are now called “memes” that deals with nothing but
Schadenfreude. So, when recently the giant container ship Ever Given got stuck in
the Suez Canal, Schadenfreude trackers must have undoubtedly registered a
significant spike.

The accident was a SNAFU of extraterrestrial visibility—and with global
reverberations: after all, an estimated 10 percent of worldwide trade is funneled
through the needle’s eye of the Suez Canal. Whereas the name of the helmsman of
the vessel has not been disclosed, evidence suggests that he or she must have been an
early graduate of the retirement training program which the fabulous Kim Warp once
presented in the New Yorker.

My favorite among the many images that circulated about the shipping mishap was
this one:

It reminded me of an episode from the life of Saint Augustine that can be found in
Jacopo da Voragine’s Legenda Aurea (Golden Legend). Jacopo (ca. 1230–1298) was
an archbishop of Genoa, and his collection of texts, originally compiled between 1259
and 1265 but continuously added to during later centuries, brought together pretty
much all that was known about the lives of saints during the first Christian
millennium. It was highly popular in late medieval Europe, endlessly copied and,
after the advent of the printing press, repeatedly published. Among incunabula
(books printed before 1501), more editions of the Legenda Aurea are known than of
the Bible, and to this day it remains an essential source for understanding Christian
iconography. One could say that it is for medieval saint lore what Ovid’s
Metamorphoses are for classical mythology.
After the lengthy retelling of Saint Augustine’s life as well as of the miracles
attributed to his earthly remains in his afterlife, Jacopo ends the Augustine chapter
with a story quoted here in the English translation published by William Caxton in
1483. When working on his book De Trinitate (On the Trinity), Augustine found
himself “sore in his mind.” By then, he lived back in his home country, the Roman
province of Nubia in modern-day Algeria. Needing a break, he went for a walk on the
beach:
He found by the sea-side a little child which had made a little pit in the sand, and in
his hand a little spoon. And with the spoon he took out water of the large sea and
poured it into the pit. And when S. Augustin beheld him he marvelled, and
demanded him what he did. And he answered and said: I will lade out and bring all
this water of the sea into this pit. What? said he, it is impossible, how may it be
done, sith the sea is so great and large, and thy pit and spoon so little? Yes,
forsooth, said he, I shall lightlier and sooner draw all the water of the sea and bring
it into this pit than thou shalt bring the mystery of the Trinity and his divinity into
thy little understanding as to the regard thereof; for the mystery of the Trinity is
greater and larger to the comparison of thy wit and brain than is this great sea
unto this little pit. And therewith the child vanished away.

Benozzo Gozzoli, Parable of the Trinity, 1464–65, fresco in the church of Sant’Agostino, San Gimignano

Don’t the efforts of the toylike excavator next to the towering hulk of the ship appear
to be as futile as those of the little boy trying to spoon out the sea? In the end,
though, while we have still not been able to overcome the unbridgeable gap between
faith and reason, the persistence of the brave little machine paid off. After nearly a
week of digging (=reason)—and apparently with some help from the gravity of the
moon (=faith?)—the leviathan measuring 1,312 feet (400 meters) and weighing an
estimate 200,000 tons came afloat again, leaving behind one happy digger—and
considerable damage. According to the insurance company Lloyd, the Suez Canal
blockage had held up trade worth over $9 billion per day, the equivalent to $400
million per hour, or $6.7 million per minute. The resulting monetary loss is valued at
around $1 billion.
*
I can’t help feeling, though, that the accident could have been avoided, if only all the
goods piled up in those containers had been ordered via Amazon Prime and thereby
guaranteed a delivery the next day. Enter the serene master who allowed us to have
such expectations in the first place:

Let’s call him Algorithmix, for now, and since it all happened in the Middle East, I
thought it would be helpful to tell the rest of the story with the help of René Goscinny
and Albert Uderzo and their seminal work on ancient history, Asterix and Cleopatra.
Algorthmix is known to deliver, at any cost:

He also has a reputation of being not very amused when things go wrong, or when he
learns that his workers are making efforts to unionize.

Like all those other tech-savvy masters of the universe who are about to cure
mankind of all diseases or are planning to resettle us on Mars in case climate change
gets out of hand (sorry, but I can’t come up with anything of relevance that Mark
Zuckerberg can help us accomplish), Algorithmix will one day, I’m sure, find his very
own Getafix (or Miraculix, as the druid is known to German readers), whose miracle
potion will make working for him as easy as it is for his customers to fill up their
shopping carts by clicking or swiping.

In the meantime, though, work in Amazon’s fulfillment centers has still more in
common with building pyramids:

And what has all of this to do with Saint Augustine’s story? Nothing really, apart
from the fact that the accident in the Suez Canal was yet another reminder (as if we
needed one in these pandemic times) that our quest for instant gratification comes at
a price, that this price is usually not paid by those who make the demand, and that
the complexities on which our “first world” life rests are so much “greater and larger
to the comparison of [our] wit and brain.”
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