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Readings: Isaiah 58.1-9a; Psalm 112; 1 Corinthians 2.1-13; Matthew 5.13-20 
 

Transforming tragedy into triumph 
 
I’ll leave you to reflect for yourselves what it might mean to be salt and light – remembering that a only a 

little salt is needed to preserve the whole! 
This week we have had the Qld Cyclone on top of Floods   This raises the Question  where is God  in all 

this??  It is the same question people often ask when sickness and tragedy strike at a personal level.  
 
As I pondered that this week I was struck by a seeming inconsistency in the readings set down for use on one 
of the mornings of this past week. 
 
Quoting Proverbs the author of Hebrews says 
 My child, do not regard lightly the discipline of the Lord, or lose heart when you are 
punished by him; 6 for the Lord disciplines those whom he loves, and chastises every 
child whom he accepts." 7 Endure trials  for the sake of discipline. God is treating you as 
children; for what child is there whom a parent does not discipline?  Heb. 12.5-7 
 

Some people apply this in a way which makes God the causative factor behind the trials and 
tragedies that beset us in life. So somehow in the floods , cyclones, sicknesses God is disciplining 
us , seeking to teach us something, to correct us. Begs the question as to the nature of God?  
Presents us with a rather harsh view of God. Yet on the same day the Psalm listed to be read was 
Psalm 103  which reads in part: 
 

Praise the Lord, O my soul: and forget not all his benefits, 13 As a father is tender towards 
his children: so is the Lord tender to those that fear him. 14 For he knows of what we are 
made: he remembers that we are but dust. 17 But the merciful goodness of the Lord 
endures for ever and ever toward those that fear him: and his righteousness upon their 
children’s children; 
 
Psalmist is pointing us to fundamental nature of God – nature that is fully revealed in Jesus - Jesus 
reveals that the fundamental nature of God is that God is Love. 
It is love which is the creative force behind this world and universe. It is love which is ever seeking 
to bring all people and all things to perfection in the final ordering of the universe in wholeness and 
peace. As W.H. Vanstone in his superb book 'Love's Endeavour Love's Expense' points out one of 
the marks of love is precariousness - of taking the risk of letting go of control - of allowing the other 
freedom, the ability to make decisions without coercion.  
 
What this brings into question is not God’s benevolence but God’s omnipotence. As the ancient 
writer of the book of Job suggests there are just some things God cannot do, having created this 
Universe with the potential for accident, and wrong decision and pain as the place in which to 
receive and respond to that which is it source and sustaining energy; divine love. Vanstone helpfully 
says: 

The God who will not abandon and to whom nothing is expendable is often misinterpreted in 
popular devotion as the God of fore-ordained and programmed purposes. It is assumed that for that 
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to which God gives purpose God already has purpose and that of that which God uses, god has pre-
determined the use. To make this assumption is to reduce the activity of God to a kind of production 
- a mere drawing out or display of that which already is. If the purpose of God in creation is 
foreknown and fore-ordained to fulfilment then the creation itself is vanity. It is merely the 
unwinding and display of a film already made. On the other hand to interpret the creation as the 
work of love is to interpret it as the new. As the coming to be of the hitherto unknown and so as that 
for which there can be no precedent, no programme. If creation is the work of love, its security lies 
not in its conformity to some predetermined plan but in the unsparing love which will not abandon 
a single fragment of it. And our assurance must be the assurance not that all that happens is 
predetermined by God's plan but that all that happens is encompassed by God's love." 2 

 

That helps me in my reading of the Hebrews passage  and brings me to suggest that the writer has 
put 2 and 2 together and made 55 in other words has come to the wrong conclusion. Has indeed 
done Vanstone warns about. It is assumed that for that to which God gives purpose God already 
has purpose and that of that which God uses, god has pre-determined the use. 
What I suspect is that he or she has had the experience of seeing good come out of tragedy  - out of 
the trials of life to use the word in the text. Has had the experience that God is at work in the midst 
of the pain and suffering of it all and using the experience in ways that help bring transformation 
and a sense of grace and hope, joy even. Certainly that is my experience in terms of Pam’s illness. 
Whilst one does not for a minute want to say that one is glad about it or that it is a good thing – far 
from it yet it is not all negative. We are both learning new things about ourselves and each other, I 
am beginning to learn to delegate better, we have experienced amazing love and support from 
friends and especially from this community. But that does not mean that I think for one moment that 
God has caused or has willed Pam’s sickness. It seems to me that the writer to the Hebrews has 
concluded that because God is at work in and through the trials of life that this is what God has 
intended – that trials are God disciplining people  - using suffering for some greater good – this is 
again where I find  Vanstone helpful in response to the thought that God might will/cause natural 
disasters such as floods and cyclones or people’s sicknesses for some greater good Vanstone says – 
We cannot believe that God willed these tragedies as a means to some greater good. If we so 
believed that alleged good would be tainted, compromised and unacceptable. God would be some 
sort of cruel tyrant. No rather they, like all tragedies, are part of the going wrong which is part of a 
universe of freedom with its potential for accident and wrong decision and therefore pain.  
 
The God who is revealed to us in Jesus is the God who as the psalmist affirms just as a  father who 
is tender towards his children: so is the Lord tender to those that fear him ...and ...the merciful 
goodness of the Lord endures for ever and ever  
Our faith is in a God who never abandons but who gives continually of Godself, ever seeking to 
restore and to redeem. To transform tragedy into triumph. The God who in the suffering, broken, 
crucified and yet risen Jesus meets us in our brokenness and woundedness and says I am with you.  
That being with of the God who is 'God with us', 'Emmanuel' is after all the most important thing of 
all.  
 
Let us pray: 
We turn to God, creator, redeemer and sanctifier, because no other will suffice. 
We turn to God, because God is our only refuge and strength, and because God is love.  
We turn to God because the mystery of “Why?” is beyond us.  
We turn to God because God’s power is greater than evil, and God’s love can break even the power 
of death and suffering. 
  
 Lord our God, you have borne all our griefs and carried our sorrows. Hear our prayers on behalf of 
those who may not know to cry to you; or who have no one but people like us to pray on their 
behalf. Be close to them and help them to know your redeeming and transforming presence. Amen 
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_________________________ 


