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A tear seems to be forming in the fabric of world-wide Christian. It is the result of an apparent  dichotomy in the Bible. In the Old Testament, God acts, talks, and appears to be this dark overlord, at times vindictive, vengeful, and wrathful, bully. But in the New Testament, we meet this cuddly, extra-tolerant, nothing fazes him Mr. Hyde, who is all about loving even His enemies, forgiving those who persecuted Him, turning no one away, raising people from the dead instead of putting them in the ground. 


This disturbing dichotomy often intensifies when natural disasters occur. What makes matters worse is the inevitable questions that so many ask: Is this a punishment? For what? Who's next? Why them and not me? Which God brought it, the Old Testament one, the fire and brimstone, don't make me come down there, you won't like me when I'm mad deity? Or the New Testament meek and mild  mannered, wouldn't hurt a fly, Mr. Nice Guy? We just can't see Jesus being a part of anything that smacks of punishment or retribution or shaking the earth in a fit of anger.


In the world's view, God or It with a capital I or that man upstairs is either good but not powerful, or he is powerful but not good. For most, it's either or. If God is good, then He wouldn't, couldn't possibly conceive, let alone do anything harmful or spiteful to those He claims to love. Which leads to the conclusion that though God is good, He is not powerful enough to be in full control. Otherwise, well, the other option is something we do not want to think about. 


When tragedies strike, people want answers to these questions. They want to make sense of the senselessness of disasters. It's almost like those who suffered through the tragedies cannot move on, cannot live on, until they reconcile this apparent split-personality God. 


And of course, they will often turn to those who claim to know this divine being for answers. They come to the church and its members, demanding explanations, logical, satisfactory explanations, for the why now, why us, why such devastation, why innocent children questions. Is God really that mad, that He punishes anyone who gets in his face? And if it wasn't God, who was it? And why didn't He do something, if He is as powerful and loving as you say? That's not their idea of love.  


The one question that always gets asked by those faced with picking up the pieces after natural disasters is: Did God cause this? And maybe another word is added, that makes the question nearly impossible to answer: Did God DELIBERATELY cause this? Which will result in subsequent questions, why? why me? why now? who is this God who would foist such heartache and ruin on otherwise good people, people who didn't deserve this? 


Perhaps you've been asked those very questions. Perhaps they were asked by your friends, whose child was snatched, rudely, cruelly, unjustifiably even in your mind, from their very hands as they held that little one in the moments before he or she died. Maybe it wasn't a question, maybe it was a statement, like “God took my child.” Which then results in all manner of verbal gymnastics as we try to explain what makes no sense, at least if we know God at all. Does He “take” children from their parents, literally jerking them from their arms? Does He consciously inflict calamities on poor, starving people, just because they worship their ancestors? Where is that loving, compassionate, tolerant Jesus we thought we knew? 


Sad as it is to say, we who are the true believers don't have all the answers. Even though we  know our God, we too struggle with the same questions, though we sometimes hesitate to admit it. We desperately want to give people satisfactory answers, because if we don't, we're afraid their agony will  turn to anger at God, our God, and someone near and dear to us may turn their back on God for good. What we end up doing, then, is trying to be God's defense attorney.


And we are poor defense attorneys for God. How do we reconcile what we know about the God-Man who gave his very life for all, in an act of such unconditional and other-centered love that we still cannot completely fathom it's intensity; with the Yahweh who brings calamities upon the earth, cuts short young lives, and generally causes havoc when and where He wills? There seems to be no point of reconciliation. No wonder people are running from God in large numbers these days. 


Through the prophet Isaiah, God speaks words that seem to support the Old Testament Dr. Jekyll God. “I form light and create darkness. I make well-being and create calamity.” Is this the same God who said after creating the world that it was all “very good”? Now, He walks about, destroying it willy-nilly? Is this the same God who loves the world and sends His one and only Son to redeem his crowning achievement, man, from sin, death and the power of the devil, then turns around and snatches them in death? 


Does God truly create calamity? Is God the underlying cause of earthquakes, tornadoes, hurricanes, and any other natural disasters that in many instances, take lives without warning? Do you have a problem answering yes to those questions? Does that thought completely undermine your concept of God? And if it isn't God, then who or what IS causing all this stuff? And where is God when they do occur?  


Option B is out. There is no other god, no other creator, no other divine being than God. Therefore, God must be the source, the author, the instigator, if you will, of natural disasters. Which leaves us with a bone to pick with this God, because there just is no sense in these senseless tragedies. There is no good reason for them. What difference would it really have made in the grand scheme of things if the people of Joplin, Missouri, had not had that tornado hit? Would history be changed that much if a hurricane had not devastated Haiti or New Orleans and leave thousands, if not millions, of people homeless, destitute, starving, and dying of disease? Is all this really necessary?


And while we're at it, why, God, why take a child from his parents? And when we don't get answers, we go ahead and try to make sense of it all by saying maybe God saved him from a future of drugs and prison. Or that He took that little girl so she would not have to suffer the indignities and pain of an abusive husband or would have been kidnapped and forced into prostitution. Or in an honest effort to comfort the grieving parents, that God needed another angel. I know people mean well, but those answers are of no help.  


The Gospel is all fine and good as long as things are going well. When events are easily explained and sensible, God is easily explained and sensible. But when we aren't spared from the diagnose of terminal cancer, when we aren't saved from a loved one's sudden death, when we have to face unexpected lay-offs and foreclosures and massive devastation, then, in our minds, the Gospel has failed. And when it does, we lose all hope and run. 


We run, because suddenly, the God we had set up is not the God who seems to be hanging around. Our idea of God is not the one who, as Isaiah says is the Lord “who does all these things.” All these things being things that are not welcome, not easily explained and most certainly not on our list of approved events. And we're back to which  God is before us, Dr. Jekyll or Mr. Hyde?


Either He is good but not omnipotent, or He is omnipotent but not good. Isn't that the conclusion, the only conclusion, we ourselves have reached when confronted with calamity or sickness or tragedy that has no logical explanation? When we can't answer the why and wherefore, we lose respect for God. He shrinks in our eyes. And when he shrinks, He is stripped  of His God-power, His God-essence, His God-ness. 


And in so doing, He is no longer the true God, with all the power and might that is truly His. When we strip him of the ability to control every aspect of history, whether that's the weather or the course of war, or the path of our own life or most importantly, control over life and death, then we  strip Him of any power. And then He is no god at all. 


But, if according to the revelation the Lord has given through Isaiah, God does control all things, even calamities, then the God we worship has no equal. This God is all-powerful, all mighty, all everything. 


Now, it needs to be said, as God himself has told us, that the Lord is not the author of evil. He does not cause evil, He does not encourage it, and He does not do it. It is vital that we delineate between natural disasters and purposeful evil. Natural calamities are not evil in themselves, though they do cause great suffering and loss. 


If the Lord is to be the Lord we need Him to be, then we need Him to be fully God. While that means He has the power to bring calamity, darkness, tragedy and yes, even death, it also means He is equally capable of bringing healing, light, rescue and life. We need God to be this all-powerful so He can make good come from any and all tribulations that we face. We need Him to be this all-powerful because, hard as it is to fathom, He also brings trouble, for our good. 


If we expect Him to always do good for us, we must also accept that He may use hardship as a tool for our good. This is where faith must come to the fore. It is in the very tragedies and trials of life that the Gospel of Jesus Christ and Him crucified is at its strongest. It is in our worst sufferings that the love of God in Christ takes on concrete significance. It is in our grief, our moanings and groanings of despair, and our heartache, that faith is tested, refined, and becomes invaluable. Right there, when we are left with no explanations, is where Jesus is found with open arms. Inside every woe and weal, the Gospel lies hidden, ever ready to comfort and bring hope.


If God has the power to shake the earth, imagine the power that God can bring to bear on your earth-shaking situations. He can stare down your demons and send them running in abject fear. He can lift you out of your deep, dark depression with the light of His constant love. He can comfort and sustain you in the worst possible moments of your grief. He can bring healing to your body, or strength in your weakness. If He can cause tsunamis and bring forth massive explosions of volcanoes, He can  stand up to whatever you face and bring you through it. 


It is in the midst of calamities where we will find the true God. Hidden in the pain and suffering and loss is the Gospel, the grace of God in Christ. Faith drives us beyond God's apparent No and strives ever onward, into God's heart, to God's yes in Christ. Faith waits on God, whether it is in good or bad, for God to bring good for us. He has promised to give us grace and comfort, no matter what else He may bring. He will rescue us, redeem us, and restore us with Him.


Faith understand that while we may not have all the answer, God does. The Lord, who does all these things, knows what's to come. He has all these things carefully planned out, with the purpose of bringing good to you out of whatever He sends. He is the Lord, and if He is the Lord, the real Lord, then, He has all power on heaven and earth. He has assured us that He will use all His power to draw us closer to Him in faith and keep us safe from all that threaten to snatch us away from Him.


It is not for us to know all the answers, nor is it for us to defend God. God doesn't need defending, He can do that himself. What people do need is for us, who know God and His power, to walk with those who suffer. We are to weep with those who weep, and rejoice with those who rejoice. We are to sit with the parents who have lost a child, and hold them and cry with them. We need not offer an explanation, because we don't have the mind of God. They will wrestle with God on their own time. Our task, our mission, is to comfort, support, and pray for those who suffer. 


The One who does all these things is the same One who has done all that is needed for your salvation. He came down, setting aside His power and authority, to redeem you. He used all His might in dying for your sins, so that you might be able to stand in the day of judgment.  He will bring all his glory to bear in yanking you from the clutches of death, and on the day of His return, He will exercise His great power in raising you from the dead, re-creating your lowly body into a glorious and perfect body. All these things our God does, for you. Amen. 
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