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This week, we cope with the awful tragedy of the Haitian earthquake.  It has evoked a response of care and compassion that includes our faith communities.  It also raises, anew, age old questions of why disasters happen.  

And, unfortunately, it has raised a response from Pat Robertson, widely quoted, that this was God’s punishment for the sins of this nation.  I reject that,  It does not reflect my faith nor does it reflect our denomination’s belief structure.

I cannot adequately explain tragedy but we can wrestle with the issue together.  For we know that dark valleys come to us as individuals--illness and accidents--and communities--untimely deaths such as this town mourned yesterday--and nations--such as 9/11 and the Challenger disaster--and the world--with devastating storms and tsunamis.

As people of faith our first response is not to explain tragedies, but to proclaim our belief that God is with us through all times of life--good and bad.  Let us proclaim that faith in song as we sing, “In Haiti There is Anguish” set to the tune we know as “Beneath the Cross of Jesus.”
Hymn--see insert

The notion that disasters, natural or man-made, are God’s punishments is biblical.  Old Testament prophets became prophets when their prophesies (a) called the nation to repent of behavior and (b) correctly predicted that a disaster would happen when they did not repent.  In other words, the righteous prosper and the sinners suffer.

As Christians, we believe that the teachings and the life examples of Jesus refute this lesson.  For instance, in the sermon on the mount, Jesus teaches that (God) “makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the righteous and on the unrighteous.”  (Matthew 5:45)  That does not negate the need to repent--Jesus continues the call to turn from evil behavior to faithful behavior.  But it does negate the notion that calamity is the divine reaction to a failure to repent and prosperity is the divine reaction to faithful living.

Things that we experience as catastrophic can have their roots in natural causes or in the evil of humankind.  That there is evil in humankind is the reason we are continually called to repent.  That evil and good can sometimes exist side by side is often illustrated by catastrophe.  I found this quote of Max Lucado writing about New Orleans and Katrina.  I think you could substitute Haiti and earthquake and find it true today.  He wrote


We see the most incredible servants and stories of selflessness and 
sacrifice.  We see people of the projects rescuing their neighbors, we see 
civil servants risking their lives for people they’ve never seen…

(We also see) looting and fighting (and hear) stories of rapes and 
robberies.  Someone said, ‘The heavens declare the glory of God but the 
streets declare the sinfulness of man.’  The video footage in New Orleans 
has confirmed the truthfulness of that quote.


We are people of both dignity and depravity.  The hurricane blew back 
more than roofs; it blew the mask off the nature of humankind.


The main problem in the world is not Mother Nature, but human 
nature…And when the Katrinas of life blow in, our true nature is revealed.  
(quoted from “Hurricanes, Tornadoes and Other Such Things” by Dr. 
Philip McLarty, gbod.or/worship.)

If God were to miraculously intervene and save the righteous from these disasters, God would be capricious.   But the God we proclaim in faith is not capricious by steadfast, true and eternal.

The everlasting nature of God is found not in changeable nature but in an orderly, precise nature.  It is reliable and not changeable.

The miracle is that the sun comes up every morning and we can discover the blessings of that nature and use them as stewards of creation.  The miracle is nature and not the perceived interruptions of nature.

The unchanging characteristic of nature means that some natural events--such as hurricanes and earthquakes--will intersect with people.  Sometimes, the evil inherent in humanity will emerge and set off a series of natural consequences that also intersect with people.  James Earl Ray fired a bullet and the laws of nature took over.  Martin Luther King, Jr. died.  It did not matter if King were a good or bad person and it did not matter if the world would have been better off if he had lived.  Once the bullet was fired, the laws of nature controlled the outcome.

There are also incidents where things generally perceived as good and helpful to humanity result in catastrophe.  We would be hard pressed to give up our automobiles.  But sometimes a deer jumps out at night and a driver reacts and plows into a tree.  And those cars contribute to air pollution that can cause cancer.  Factories that manufacture the goods we depend upon also cause such pollution.  Mechanical systems that make flight possible sometimes fail and planes and space shuttles fall from the sky.  And on and on and on.  Once started, for either good or evil purposes, the laws of nature remain constant because God, our creator, is faithful and constant.

Allied soldiers in WWII found this inscription in a Jewish hiding place:


I believe in the sun even when it is not shining.


I believe in love even when I cannot feel it.


I believe in God even when He is silent.

In our lives, in the life of our church, in our community, nation, and world, there will be dark times--times of natural disaster and times of pain.  Some will be the result of our own decisions and actions, most will be the result of things beyond our control.

But it they will come and tragedy will happen.  

And it is not the will of God.  

But it is the nature of God to walk with us, through the dark valleys as well as the plains and the occasional mountaintop.  

And it is our choice how we respond.  At times of disaster, we can complain and grumble, or we can say a prayer, then get up and walk with God in caring for those who hurt.

The prophet Jeremiah reacted to the destruction of his land at the hands of Nebuchadnezzar and the Babylonians with these words:  


The steadfast love of the Lord never ceases, his mercies never come to 
an end;  they are new every morning;  great is your faithfulness.  “The 
Lord is my portion,” says my soul, “therefore I will hope in him.”   (For the 
Lord) does not willing afflict or grieve anyone.  (Lamentations 3:22-24, 33. 
NRSV)

Let us pray:

God, our help and our hope in every time of life:  we bow before you in distress and confusion.  Devastation and death are before us in Haiti today.  We know not where to turn nor even how to pray in the face of such a calamity.

Assure us that you know our thoughts before we think them, that you accept petitions that have no words, prayers that are inarticulate anguish, even anger in the face of events we do not understand.

Remind us of your presence with Jesus in his hours of agony, in the face of abandonment by many whom he trusted, in the pain of crucifixion, and even in death itself.  Enable us to know that you do not desert us but in times of need stand even closer than before.

Comfort those who mourn this day for Haitian dead.  Give hope to those touched by this earthquake who seem to have lost hope. With your healing, come to those who are injured.  We pray your guidance and blessing for all rescue and medical personnel now serving in Haiti or preparing to go.

We thank you for our opportunities to walk with you in care and compassion.  Receive the gifts of money and health kits that offer this day and in the days to come.

And while today may seem like a dark Good Friday, remind us anew that Easter is coming.  Help us to remember past times when your love carried us through so that today and every dark day we may know that you see us through every doubt and desolation, every grim and barren situation.  

O God, you are our hope and our strength, and ever present help in time of trouble and we raise this prayer through Christ, who triumphed over all things.  Amen.

God pours out blessings when we are at our best and when we are falling short.  Martin Luther expressed that with these words:


A mighty fortress is our God, a bulwark never failing;


Our helper He amid the flood of mortal ills prevailing.

Let us sing that faith anew, using that familiar tune, “A Mighty Fortress Is our God” but with words written for Haiti.  It is on the back of the insert, entitled, “An Offering for Haiti” by Cynthia T. Hinson.  (used with permission from gbod.org/worship)


