Where is God When Disaster
Strikes?
Co-Missioners,
Our news-feeds this month have delivered accounts and photos of
tornadoes ripping through Alabama, and of terrible floods in
southern Africa and the great plains of North America. The
losses were enormous. We might also describe them as unspeakable
were we not so used to speaking of such things, so often do they
happen. Today Bruce Modahl addresses a question that keeps
cropping up whenever they happen. In doing so he returns to the
theme that gripped our attention at the Crossings Conference in
January and delivers some further reflections that didn’t
surface there. Servants of Christ that you are, we trust you’ll
find them useful.
Peace and Joy,
The Crossing Community

Finding God Amid Disaster
By Bruce Modahl

Where is God?
When tragedy befalls, our conversation about what God is doing
falls generally in three camps. Some hold that God is hidden and
silent. Others say God is hidden in these tragedies and by them
speaks judgment. Still others hold there is no God. In the
following case study, I offer an alternative.
Eighteenth century Portugal was arguably the most devout nation
in all of Europe, Catholic or Protestant. The churches were
crowded on the morning of All Saints’ Day, November 1, 1755 when
a magnitude nine earthquake struck the city in three waves.
Those not trapped in fallen buildings fled to the open area
around the harbor. They were swept away by the tsunamis which
followed the earthquake. Fires spread from the candles in the
ruined churches. The fires raged for a week, incinerating those
trapped in the rubble.
In 1755 the population of Lisbon was 250,000. Estimates of the
number of people who died range from 60,000 to as high as

100,000 people. Eighty-five percent of the buildings in Lisbon
were destroyed.
Both Roman Catholics and Protestants explained the earthquake as
God’s judgment upon the people. Father Gabriel Malagrida of
Lisbon was the most notorious of the priests who terrorized the
people with sermons calling for their repentance and warning
them that worse judgment was coming. John Wesley said the
earthquake was God’s judgment upon Portugal for the Inquisition.
Dutch Calvinists called
superstition and popery.
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The earthquake challenged the optimism of the Enlightenment.
Leibniz published an essay on theodicy in 1710 in which he
asserted that this is the best of all possible worlds since it
was created by a good and all-powerful God. Leibniz pronounced,
“Whatever is, is right.” Upon reading his essay a French critic
coined the word optimisme.
The
Lutheran
hymn “Whatever
God Ordains is
Right” (LBW 469)
sounds
remarkably like
Leibniz’s
pronouncement.
The hymn was
written in 1675
by
Samuel
Rodigast
to
comfort
his
friend Severus
Gastorius, who was seriously ill. Gastorius is credited as the
composer of the tune. In Evangelical Lutheran Worship the hymn

appears as “What God Ordains is Good Indeed.”
Bach used the hymn in three cantatas (BWV 98, 99, 100). BWV 99
concludes with these words sung in a chorale, “I may be driven
onto a rough path / By distress, death and misery, / But then
God will / Just like a father / Hold me in his arms; / I thus
let him alone prevail.”
After the earthquake the question was raised, “If this is the
best of all possible worlds, what about the others?” A month
after the disaster Voltaire composed the poem “An Inquiry into
the Maxim Whatever Is, Is Right.” He concluded the poem, “What
is necessary, o mortals? Mortals it is necessary to suffer / To
submit in silence, adore and die.”
Voltaire sent the poem to Jean-Jacques Rousseau. In Rousseau’s
response he said the indifferent workings of nature caused the
earthquake and people were to blame for the high death toll
because they insisted on living in densely packed cities.
Four years later Voltaire published the work for which he is
best known, Candide, or The Optimist. Candide survives one
misfortune after another including the earthquake only to be
locked up by the Inquisition. The other prisoners are executed
but again Candide manages to escape. At the end his companion
explains how this is the best of possible worlds, because if he
had not suffered all these calamities, he “would not be sitting
here eating candied citrons and pistachios.” Candide replies,
“’Tis well, but we must cultivate our gardens.”
The year following the earthquake Immanuel Kant wrote three
tracts in which he explained earthquakes as natural events
without moral causes. Years after the earthquake Goethe wrote
about the effects the news of the tragedy had on him as a sixyear-old boy. The explanation of the first article of the creed
claims God is a wise and merciful Father. To the young Goethe

God “had in no way shown himself to be fatherly.”
The theme of
the
conference
held
this
past January
was
God

“When
Is
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It
a

terrible and
faith
shaking
irony that
the majority
of the 60,000 to 100,000 people who died that day did so in
church, listening to the promises of the scripture texts
appointed for All Saints and participating in those promises in
the Lord’s Supper. Was God silent that day? Were God’s promises
overpowered by another force? Were Father Malagrida, John
Wesley, and the Dutch Calvinists correct in saying God spoke
judgment in earthquake, fire, and flood?
There is another alternative. We have only passing references to
the presence of countless parish pastors, friends, and neighbors
through whom God embedded with his stricken people. Through
them God not only moved in with his people but offered words of
comfort. Through them God acted to alleviate their hunger,
thirst, and need for shelter.
God also spoke and worked through the efforts of the Portuguese
Prime Minister, Sebastião de Melo, the Marquis de Pombal. His
mantra was “bury the dead and take care of the living.” He sent

firefighters into the city to extinguish the raging fires. He
conscripted the able bodied to collect the dead and had the army
surround the city to prevent the able bodied from fleeing. In
order to prevent disease and against the objections of the
church he ordered many of the dead loaded on barges and buried
at sea. He had gallows constructed at the high points of the
city to deter looters. He ordered supplies of food, clothing,
and the construction of temporary shelter.
Before the rubble was cleared he hired architects to design
buildings that would withstand earthquakes. They built small
models and had troops march around them to simulate an
earthquake. In less than a year Lisbon was clear of rubble and
reconstruction was underway. The new design included large
squares and wide boulevards. When asked about the need for such
wide streets he responded, “One day they will be small.”
The alternative I offer is rooted in my understanding that
creation as described in Scripture involves taming chaos and is
ongoing. God’s creation will be complete when Christ comes
again. 1 Corinthians 15:20-28 attests to the centrality of
Christ’s death, resurrection and reign in this present era to
the completion of creation. Paul writes,
But in fact, Christ has been raised from the dead, the first
fruits of those who have died. For since death came through a
human being, the resurrection of the dead has also come
through a human being; for as all die in Adam, so all will be
made alive in Christ. But each in his own order: Christ the
first fruits, then at his coming those who belong to Christ.
Then comes the end, when he hands over the kingdom to God the
Father, after he has destroyed every ruler and every
authority and power. For he must reign until he has put all
his enemies under his feet. The last enemy to be destroyed is
death. For “God has put all things in subjection under his

feet.” But when it says, “All things are put in subjection,”
it is plain that this does not include the one who put all
things in subjection under him. When all things are subjected
to him, then the Son himself will be also be subjected to the
one who put all things in subjection under him, so that God
may be all in all.

The Marquis of Pombal Enlightening and Rebuilding Lisbon, by
Louis-Michel van Loo and Claude Joseph Vernet; 1766.
The Christ enthroned is heaven is not at rest. He is actively at
work subjecting all the inimical powers, the forces hostile to
God’s dominion, and the tyrants disfiguring God’s good creation.
In the example of Lisbon’s earthquake, I see Christ at work

through the Prime Minister and in the parish priests who stayed
at their stations with their stricken parishioners. Christ was
hidden in their efforts to relieve suffering and in their work
we witness the continuing encroachment of God’s kingdom upon
this old order of sin and death.
God exists with us on the same plane in which we live our
ordinary lives. God’s presence and power are not present in the
same manner as are other powers. An analogy may lie in the ten
or so dimensions of reality proposed by theoretical physicists.
These dimensions are visible in their math but not to the naked
eye. God reveals his presence and power at the cross and in the
needs of those who cannot help themselves. God’s kingdom exists
alongside other ungodly principalities and powers which lay
claim to our world and our lives. We have it on good authority
that these principalities and powers will not last.
Jesus came to inaugurate the kingdom of God. By Jesus’ teachings
and actions in these latter days, he gives us a fore-sighting of
God’s kingdom fulfilled. By his death, resurrection, and
ascension the kingdom of God draws near. Jesus said the kingdom
of God is at hand. He does not mean in hand. That awaits his
coming again. Even then it will not be in our hands but we in
his. We live in the latter days, the time between Jesus’ first
advent and his return. At the cross of Christ, the sphere that
is the kingdom of God overwhelmed the inimical power of the
unholy trinity of sin, death, and devil. Christ’s return will
mark the consummation of God’s kingdom come and the fulfillment
of the creation. The powers hostile to God’s rule will be no
more.
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