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Tragedies 
 

I am sure that you, as I, have watched with horror and sadness the devastating scenes from the 

horrific bushfires in Victoria. We have all been stunned by the ravaging swiftness of these fires… 

and the sudden and catastrophic loss of life. It is going to take a massive effort to help victims 

rebuild their lives and communities. As from a distance we seek to respond along with the whole 

Australian people who have rallied in typical Aussie style to provide practical and financial support 

– see the note in Connections about the Abp of Melbourne’s Bushfire Appeal it is inevitable that we 

are confronted with questions – perhaps our own – perhaps from others who know that we are 

people of faith. 

How do we explain such and similar tragedies? What meaning do we give to them?  What is it you 

think when you see or hear of such tragedies? As Christians where do we see God in all of this?  

Why do such tragedies happen?  Does God care?  If so why doesn't God do something to prevent 

them?  These are real and important questions and we can not avoid being confronted by them, 

especially when tragedy strikes us or those close to us.  

 

Perhaps your response may be something like that of the woman in India after the 2004 Boxing Day 

Tsunami who said, “Why did you do this to us God? What did we do to upset you? Or the oft 

repeated phrase "it was just an act of God wasn't it?" I'm not sure that those who utter such phrases 

are really wanting to put the responsibility onto God, rather we just take an often used expression at 

such a time and seek 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 Michael Hansen, Director of Faith and 

Ministry, Lavalla Catholic College, Traralgon, Victoria said this week  

Our hearts cry out to God! Not with the arithmetic of blame. Not because we think God sends fires. 

But because God is our way of speaking of the very depth of our being… and because God is 

compassionately engaged and knows us. Of course, this is like poetry and far from adequate or 

accurate. But we want to cry out to God and cry out with God. We want to believe that God is not 

disinterested. It is a conversation of the soul, our deep inner being. O God, hear our grief! O God, 

help these people! 

Whilst with Michael I would not want to put the responsibility onto God, there are some who would 

such as Pastor Danny Nalliah of catch the Fire Ministries in Victoria.  

In Wednesday’s Age Newspaper there was an article headed Fire 'divine retribution', says minister 

"INCENDIARY" abortion law reforms last year that made Victoria "the baby-killing state" are 

responsible for the devastating bushfires, controversial Christian leader Danny Nalliah said 

yesterday. God's protection has been taken off the state, and Satan is having a go at the nation," Mr 

Nalliah, senior pastor of Catch the Fire Ministries, told The Age. 

Not that this is anything new in N.T times it was a common Jewish belief that painful experiences 

were signs of God’s judgement. Not so says Jesus quite clearly in the Gospels (see Luke 13 and 
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John 9). 

 

You see 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 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.” Such thinking I believe is based on a flawed understanding of the nature 

and activity of God. 

 

Edward Spence from the Centre for Applied Philosophy and Public Ethics at Charles Sturt 

University has suggested that those who assume God’s omnipotence explain such events by 

suggesting that God is not benevolent, at best being indifferent to human joys and sorrows. 
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makes the mistake of forgoing the wrong attribute of those normally ascribed to God. Let me 

explain  

 

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. W.H. Vanstone in his superb book 'Love's Endeavour Love's Expense' points out that 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. In applying this to creation itself Vanstone 

says' "The activity of God in creation must be precarious, in which each step is a precarious step 

into the unknown, in which each triumph contains a new potential for tragedy and each tragedy 

may be redeemed into a wider triumph.  In which, in the making of that which is truly other control 

is jeopardised, lost. If creation is the work of love then its shape cannot be predetermined by the 

creator, nor its triumph foreknown. Faith in its ultimate triumph is neither more nor less than faith 

in the creator. Faith that God will not cease from his handiwork, nor abandon the object of his love. 

The creation (and therefore you and I) is safe not because it moves towards a predetermined goal, 

but because the same loving creativity is ever exercised upon it" 
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What events such as the bushfires bring 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 is again helpful: 

 

 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."
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The truth that this is trying to express can be put another way by saying "God cannot - will not - 

take away his greatest gift, human freedom - the ability to choose and make decisions. 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 Victoria and to a lesser extent in Qld 

with the flooding there, this week are as much tragedies for God as for us. 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 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 



 3 

in the suffering, broken, crucified and yet risen Jesus meets us in our brokenness and woundedness 

and says I am with you.  Not least he is there in those providing support and care as Gregor 

Henderson the head of the UCA said this week, “God is, in fact, there with the people, in the middle 

of their suffering; God is made known through the love that is extended to those most in need”.  

 

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. 

And he calls us to embody that  same love and understanding, standing in solidarity – to be the 

living reminder  of  the ever compassionate, ever present God. 

 

 

 

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 

all those who have suffered so much,  those who may not know to cry to you; or who have no one 

but people like us to pray on their behalf.  Amen 

 

______________________________ 
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