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“On the abundant available evidence, does it not seem that, if there is or was a God, it is now malevolent, mad or dead?” was one letter-writer’s reaction to the Asian tsunami disaster.


As Christians, St Peter urges us “to give reasons for the hope that is within us.” Apologetics has long considered the problem of “theodicy.” If God is good, why is there so much evil in the world?

If God is almighty, then He can prevent natural disasters. Otherwise He would be impotent and not God as we understand.

However, God did not prevent the Asian tsunami. He either did not want to, which makes Him appear callous or malevolent; or He wanted to, but did not, for some other reason.

Why does the infinite goodness of God not preclude physical disasters on the Earth?

1. Physical disasters are destructive, but they are not moral evil. We do not speak of an “evil earthquake” or a “wicked tsunami”. They are natural phenomena. It is only persons or spirits with free will, which have the moral or spiritual quality of good or evil. We can call Stalin evil, but we don’t speak of an evil lion, even though it kills other animals for its prey. It is just acting upon instinct as Nature designed it to act. Otherwise we would put on trial and hang tigers and snakes which killed humans.

2. God has given Nature a certain independence. She has her own rules and her own dangers. Water is wet – it gives life, but it can also drown – we must be careful. The sun warms and brings forth crops, but it parches the desert and death there comes rapidly. Gravity keeps us from floating off into space, but if we step off a cliff, we will die. Our human frailty is subject to the laws of Nature, and we have to treat Her with respect. God will not step in every five minutes to remove every risk. In northern Europe we live on a stable tectonic plate, and don’t suffer many natural disasters. Nevertheless farmers and fell-walkers knows that Nature has to be treated with great respect. Go out upon the Scottish mountains unprepared, and you may die.

3. Planet Earth has always had her volcanoes, storms and earthquakes, as the geological record shows. Would we want Nature to be less dramatic, less powerful, less splendid, less impartial? The forces of Nature, and the stars and galaxies, manifest the Creator’s magnificence. Would we prefer Everest to be lower, but safer? Or Etna to stop erupting so that the villages of Catania might live more securely? 

4. Disasters, with their threat of death and injury, remind us of our creatureliness and urge us to humility before Mother Nature, and before God.  Despite living upon the fragile crust of the third rock from the sun, we frequently trust in the temporary and the material rather than what is eternal. On the one hand science and technology are great blessings. The Lord is certainly pleased that His children have with such ingenuity and perseverance learnt to marshal the forces of Nature. However, where this cleverness becomes dangerous when it reaches too high, turning into hubris and arrogance, building new Towers of Babel. Over-confidence in our own abilities and resources is a serious mistake, evident in the mentality to control life 100% - IVF, abortion, cloning, designer babies, euthanasia. Neither invincible nor immortal, let us respect the distinction between Creator and creatures, and be ever ready for eternity. Too much security is not good for the soul.

5. God has not signed a contract of life expectancy with any one of us. Life is a gift: its duration is up to the Giver. We cannot demand 5, 20, 50 or 90 years. Each day is a separate gift, and we have no ultimate “right” to demand to live tomorrow. It is the quality of our lives, not the length, which matters. Some of the greatest saints, like Bernadette and Teresa of Lisieux, have lived comparatively short lives. Disasters and catastrophes remind us that we are pilgrims and travellers, upon the Earth, that here we have no abiding city. This is the airport waiting lounge, not our final destination. The tsunami disaster reminds all dwellers on Planet Earth, especially the rich and comfortable, not to be too much at home here. This life is insecure, and only a preparation for eternity.

6. We need a sense of perspective. The death of c.140,000 in the tsunami is terrible, but of a world population of 6 billion, with average life expectancy of 60, then c.274,000 people die every day in the world. 140,000 deaths is less than the 180,000 abortion deaths annually in the UK. 

7. Physical death is not the ultimate evil. It comes to us all. God in his mercy prepares us for our departure from this world. Surely every victim of the tsunami was at some moment beforehand offered the graces necessary for salvation, if he was alert and receptive enough to welcome them. Hopefully their hearts and souls were not over-preoccupied with worldly matters. The worst evil is not physical death, but when a creature deliberately separates himself from his Creator by obstinacy in mortal sin and refuses all Divine Mercy, ratifying this choice into eternity by a final impenitent death.

8. Is God indifferent to human suffering because He allows disasters to happen? Does He look down from the sky, shrugging His shoulders at the victims’ immense pain? No, “the Word was enfleshed and pitched His tent among us.” God the Son endured the same sorrows as we bear, and suffered one of the most appalling human deaths, to save us from our sins. God’s arms are not folded complacently. They are extended in agony upon the Cross to embrace the world’s suffering. He is close to all who suffer and die in grace, and beyond death offers them resurrection. The question, “Why does God not step in and save us from catastrophes?” needs to be placed alongside the question: “Why did God not step in and save His Son from the Cross?” St Paul writes, “For God did not spare His own Son but gave Him up to benefit us all.” God suffers with us, and asks us to trust Him to bring good out of evil. Suffering, peaceably accepted, can become redemptive, for all concerned. The innocent will be more than compensated in the world to come. Here below, we see only the untidy back of the tapestry of life – we cannot make out the entire picture as God sees it.

9. We no longer live in the Garden of Eden. Perhaps this world once was Eden. When everything is going well, it can occasionally seem so again. But original sin, the rebellion of the first human beings, has fractured humanity’s union with God. This disharmony has spread to Nature too. In Genesis 3 God tells sinful Adam: “By the sweat of your brow you shall eat your bread…” Nature herself turns against those who have broken their relationship with the Creator. In the presence of great sanctity, we glimpse the original harmony of man and Nature restored: St Francis of Assisi tames the wolf of Gubbio, St Anthony preaches to the fish, Jesus calms the storm on the sea of Galilee.  Apparently, in one of the Thai nature reserves, the wild animals sensed beforehand the earthquake and the tsunami. They moved away from the coast onto higher ground. None of them perished.  This shows a sixth sense, a harmony with nature, which human beings have perhaps lost through sin and their preoccupation with money and pleasure.

10. Sin increases man’s disharmony with Nature.  The more disordered living there is, the more problems arise in the natural world – pollution, environmental degradation and destruction, loss of bio-diversity, global warming. The more war and selfishness rule, the more we damage the environment. Does this not point to a cosmic equilibrium? – the more sin abounds, the more Nature turns violent, untameable and destructive, because Man is wilfully breaking His relationship with his Creator.  On the other hand the more charity and prayer prevail, the greater the harmony between man, God and Nature. Is there not a spiritual balance, a global equilibrium, whereby every good act, every grace, makes the entire world a better place, protected by the Creator? Whereas every sin and act of uncharity tilts the Earth increasingly under the shadow of evil, into the power of the prince of this world, Lucifer, spreader of death and disease. It is he who tempts us to curse or to deny our Maker, insinuating that if there existed a good God, how could possibly He allow all this suffering? By accepting the devil’s promptings to deny either God’s existence or His goodness, we become alienated from God, and part of the cosmic disorder instead of part of the solution. 

11. God sets before us the challenge to do good. In a few days private individuals in the UK have raised £60 million, restoring one’s faith in human nature. Nations have pledged over $1 bn dollars, and the world community is coming together.   Perhaps the generosity of many people will save their souls at the Last Judgement: “ I was hungry and thirsty and you gave me to eat and drink, I was homeless or naked, and you clothed me …” Certainly scientific coordination could be improved with better communication from the seismic warning stations to local governments. But we cannot eliminate every risk. We can’t make an ideal world, though we should try for a better world.

12. God has created not a comfortable world, but a morally challenging world.  If we were all immune to pain or desire, like pink spherical blobs floating around self-sufficiently, never in need of each other’s help, would we ever grow in stature? It is often through the pains and challenges of life that people flourish. The great souls whom we admire, the John Paul II’s and Nelson Mandela’s, are those who have persevered through pain and difficulty. Undiluted easy living seldom produces characters of great moral stature. 

13. Catastrophes summon us to human solidarity. In Sri Lanka, the Tamil Tigers have been waging a civil war for over 20 years. Aceh (Sumatra) has been one of the most conflict-ridden parts of Indonesia. In the face of overwhelming disaster, our petty wars seem trite and pointless. This disaster offers a chance of redemption to all concerned. Why tear each other to pieces, as in Iraq? It is a sharp reminder that ultimately the human race sinks or swims together, as one. By trusting God and working with Him in a positive way to mitigate the effects of such natural disasters, we can all grow spiritually and allow good to triumph over evil and suffering.

