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Cyclones and earthquakes – has heaven itself collapsed?  
 

The World’s attention his week has been focused on Burma after the Cyclone of 2 weeks ago and 

China with the devastating Earthquake earlier this week. No least of the focus has been on the 

differing responses of Governments, in allowing access for those seeking to provide Relief. I was 

struck by a headline in Friday’s SMH:   Flurry of inaction in place where heaven fell. 

 

And then John Garnaut had this to say in an article dated 16 May 2008. 

 

FROM a distance, Beichuan looks like a town of Lego bricks that some child has kicked 

over in rage. The remaining buildings stand at strange angles and all sense of proportion is 

distorted by the huge mountains that wedge it in on every side. 

 

But after walking and stumbling down a few hundred metres of landslide, where the road 

used to be, the reality in close-up is unspeakable. 

 

There are no roads or clear spaces any more, only mangled mess. At first I carefully watch 

my footfall, because there is no clear or stable ground. 

 

I soon learn to watch for bodies. Some are well dressed and beautiful. Most faces are still 

recognisable, but they may not remain that way long enough for relatives to claim them. 

 

Others are twisted in cars and crushed like insects under rocks. Headless, disembowelled, 

grotesquely broken. 

 

At a village on the way a peasant had said this had not been a natural disaster but a 

"catastrophe from heaven". 

 

I understand that now. Heaven itself has collapsed.  

 

When such natural disasters happen we sometimes say they are an act of God – just what does such 

language mean – an act of God or catastrophe from heaven? That somehow God is responsible? The 

causative factor! - even more that God wills such events that somehow they fit into some great 

cosmic plan?  

 

I'm not sure that the peasant and then John Garnaut really are wanting to put the responsibility onto 

God, but rather they’re just taking an often used expression at such a time and seeking to use it to 

give some explanation - some reason - to make some sense out of something which makes no sense. 

For at times of tragedy it is the nonsense of it all which is hardest to bear. If only there can be some 

reason, some sense behind it all. Something to help us understand, for in understanding so often 

comes acceptance. As I say I'm not sure that they were wanting to put the responsibility onto God, 

but there are some who would.  There is a school of thought within Christianity which would say ; " 

Nothing happens in this world without God willing it. It all fits into God's perfect plan for the 
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world. That in the divine wisdom, which we do not - can not - fully know and understand even evil 

is willed by the creator as a means to a greater good. So often disasters and calamities are taken to 

be a sign of God’s displeasure – punishment if you like. For example, a few years ago there were 

some when the HIV Aids epidemic broke out who said it was God’s judgement on Gays and drug 

users.  Such a response easily can arise out of thinking such as in today’s OT reading. “yet by no 

means clearing the guilty, but visiting the iniquity of the parents upon the children and the 

children’s children, to the third and the fourth generation.”   Exodus 34.7  Did you hear that as it 

was read? Like me did you cringe and say – that doesn’t sound like the God Jesus reveals to us. 

Some use such passages to depict God as a harsh, wrathful judgmental, unforgiving figure. 

 

But listen to this corrective from within scripture itself. It is from Ezekiel chapter 18.   

 

The word of the Lord came to me: What do you mean by repeating this proverb concerning 

the land of Israel, ‘The parents have eaten sour grapes, and the children’s teeth are set on 

edge’? As I live, says the Lord God, this proverb shall no more be used by you in Israel. 

Know that all lives are mine; the life of the parent as well as the life of the child is mine: it is 

only the person who sins that shall die.  

 If a man is righteous and does what is lawful and right— if he does not eat upon the 

mountains or lift up his eyes to the idols of the house of Israel, does not defile his 

neighbour’s wife or approach a woman during her menstrual period, does not oppress 

anyone, but restores to the debtor his pledge, commits no robbery, gives his bread to the 

hungry and covers the naked with a garment, does not take advance or accrued interest, 

withholds his hand from iniquity, executes true justice between contending parties, follows 

my statutes, and is careful to observe my ordinances, acting faithfully—such a one is 

righteous; he shall surely live, says the Lord God.  

 If he has a son who is violent, a shedder of blood, who does any of these things (though his 

father does none of them), who eats upon the mountains, defiles his neighbour’s wife, 

oppresses the poor and needy, commits robbery, does not restore the pledge, lifts up his eyes 

to the idols, commits abomination, takes advance or accrued interest; shall he then live? He 

shall not. He has done all these abominable things; he shall surely die; his blood shall be 

upon himself.  

 But if this man has a son who sees all the sins that his father has done, considers, and does 

not do likewise, who does not eat upon the mountains or lift up his eyes to the idols of the 

house of Israel, does not defile his neighbour’s wife, does not wrong anyone, exacts no 

pledge, commits no robbery, but gives his bread to the hungry and covers the naked with a 

garment, withholds his hand from iniquity, takes no advance or accrued interest, observes 

my ordinances, and follows my statutes; he shall not die for his father’s iniquity; he shall 

surely live. As for his father, because he practised extortion, robbed his brother, and did 

what is not good among his people, he dies for his iniquity.  

 Yet you say, ‘Why should not the son suffer for the iniquity of the father?’ When the son has 

done what is lawful and right, and has been careful to observe all my statutes, he shall 

surely live. The person who sins shall die. A child shall not suffer for the iniquity of a 

parent, nor a parent suffer for the iniquity of a child; the righteousness of the righteous shall 

be his own, and the wickedness of the wicked shall be his own.  

 

The chapter ends “For I have no pleasure in the death of anyone, says the Lord God. Turn, then, 

and live.”  

 

An important corrective to wrong understanding. It gives quite a different slant on it all does it not. 

Jesus comes to show us that the Exodus writers got it right when in the first part of today’s OT 

reading they said “The Lord, the Lord, a God merciful and gracious, slow to anger, and abounding 

in steadfast love and faithfulness, keeping steadfast love for the thousandth generation, forgiving 
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iniquity and transgression and sin”.  

 

So we cannot believe that God willed these tragedies, in Burma and China 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. A God set over against us rather than with us and for us. 

Such is what I call diabolical or death dealing theology or faith. 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. And so God is often forced to sit back, to look on and have his 

heart broken.  In other words the tragedies which happen to us, such as in Burma and China are as 

much tragedies for God as for us. The God who is revealed to us in Jesus is the God who comes to 

us in the midst of the storms and tragedies of life and says "Take heart, it is I. Do not be afraid." 

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 (in today’s 

Gospel) I am with you to the end of the age (ie there is no time when I will not be present). And 

who calls us to stand in solidarity and also be with those in need.  

 

So where might we find God in these events. Surely it is in the mud and squalor, in the rescue 

workers seeking to bring relief and aid; in the response of the world community seeking to bring 

pressure to bear on the Burmese Gov’t to allow the emergency supplies and personnel to get to 

where most needed. In every act of courage, compassion and self-giving which helps to bring some 

comfort and support. 

 

That being with of the God who is 'God with us', 'Emmanuel' is after all the most important thing of 

all. Earlier I said that at times of tragedy it is the nonsense of it all that is perhaps the hardest thing 

to bear. On reflection I think that is wrong. What is most difficult is to feel that one is alone, 

abandoned. That no-one else understands, knows what we are feeling and going through. What 

helps is to have someone come alongside who understands, who accepts our anger our confusion 

our desolation, our sense of injustice. That is what the crucified God does in Jesus. Draws close to 

us and holds us in loving embrace from which as St Paul reminds us nothing can ever separate us.   

_______________________________ 


