WHY did this tragedy happen?

Where is God in Haiti?

Webster, 1-17-10

On Tuesday of this week just before sunset a powerful 7 magnitude earthquake rocked the island country of Haiti. We have all seen the horrifying images. The harsh irony is that Haiti is possibly the poorest country in the western hemisphere. They had no direction to go but up, and now this. Already at the bottom economically and now they have been shoved through the floor. One person this week poignantly asked me, “Why? Why did this happen? Why did God allow this to happen?” How can God allow such evil to occur? Where is God in the midst of such tragedies?”

Questions of why such tragedies occur are hard to answer. But we ask questions nonetheless. If you were to take a tour of the Bible you would find that one book has a more disproportionate number of questions than any other. Which book is that? It is the book of Job. The book that deals with suffering, death, and the question of “Why?” Job has over 330 questions in its 42 chapters.


You may not remember the story of Job, but Job was a righteous and god-fearing man who suddenly endures one tragedy after another. First, all his children die in a terrible accident. Then he loses all his possessions. Finally, he himself comes down with a painful and unexplainable illness that makes him suffer terribly. The book of Job tries to deal with making sense of why unexplainable tragedies happen.


I’m sure many people are asking similar questions about the tragedy in Haiti. Why did God allow this to happen? How do we answer the question about God’s sovereignty and love in the face of such devastating natural disasters?

From the time of Job until today, our Judeo-Christian tradition has proclaimed an important message in the face of unexpected suffering. Bishop Gerasimos of blessed memory summed it up well when he said, “Life is not a problem to be solved, but a mystery to be lived.”

 “Life is not a problem to be solved, but a mystery to be lived!”

As Christians, one of our first and foremost convictions of faith is the certainty that we finite beings can never fully comprehend the ways of Almighty God. We humbly acknowledge that we will never know the answers to the countless mysteries of life. Why this earthquake in Haiti killed so many, we can’t answer. Why a tsunami killed 200,000 people several years ago we can’t answer. Why genocides occur, whether in Rwanda or during the Holocaust or in the Soviet gulag we can’t say. To the question “why bad things happen to good people,” as one popular book years ago put it, we don’t try to offer a simplistic response.
Instead, we acknowledge that “life is a mystery,” and as such, we can’t answer “why?” There will always remain some experiences, situations and encounters in life that we just can’t fully explain! 
We can be sure of only one thing in life, though, and that one thing is that in the midst of every difficult experience, disaster, and tragedy, God is there. Our God is a God who is present in the midst of suffering. In fact, our God is a God who has tasted the cruelest suffering Himself – He willingly accepted to endure suffering, so that he could then overcome it! 

“My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” was originally a cry by David in the Old Testament. He begins Psalm 22 with these words of despair and doubt, yet concludes the psalm with the assurance that in the end, God will prevail. “Those who seek the Lord,” David proclaims, “will praise Him.”

Jesus repeated this cry for help when he was crucified on the Cross. “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” But in that moment of ultimate suffering, when He carried the sins of the world on His shoulders and accepted the great mystery of death itself, He opened a new path for humankind. He destroyed death by His own death and opened the gates of paradise. His victory, we must always remember though, came through the path of suffering!

So we may not be able to understand the mystery of tragedies, disasters, and suffering, like the earthquake in Haiti, but we struggle to live through them with the hope and assurance of God’s presence! “I will be with you always,” our Lord Jesus promised, “even to the end of the age.”

Therefore, when asked the question of “Why?” we can answer without embarrassment, “We don’t know. Life itself is a mystery. Yet our call in life is to live through that mystery with faith!” Thus, a more important question than asking “why” is to raise the question, “What should we do?”

Watching television, and seeing the heart-wrenching scenes of horror, fear, violence, and death, we cannot but be moved by the human tragedy. And our inner conscience, which is inspired by the Holy Spirit, calls for us to reach out and help, to assist all those suffering in any concrete manner. For some, this concrete help may mean traveling themselves to the afflicted areas and offering whatever expertise they have. For most of us, though, we won’t go, but we can still do something.

First, as Christians we are called to pray for those suffering. Pray first for the souls of those who perished unexpected deaths. Pray for all those whose lives have been shattered, either losing loved ones, losing homes and all possessions, and/or losing all sense of security and even being unsure of where they will eat and sleep tomorrow. Many eyes are turned towards the suffering at the present moment, but how many of us will be moved to act one month from now, or even six months from now, when this earthquake is but a distant memory.

Prayer is essential, and often the first type of concrete aid we offer to those in need. Prayer, however, is meaningless if we are not ready to put our prayer into action! We pray for those in need, but how are they to be helped if we ourselves don’t offer help. Let us make a sacrifice and offer something substantial to those in need. At the end of Church we pass around a tray which we will send to the IOCC, the International Orthodox Christian Charities, the Orthodox humanitarian agency which is already offering aid in Haiti. Let us not put in the tray some superficial amount that means nothing to us. Let us remember the scenes of TV this past week, and make a decision to offer something substantial, something meaningful, something sacrificial! In this manner our prayers find support in our actions.

And may we remember not to make a one-time donation simply to ease our conscience in the midst of all the tragic news. Instead, let us remember that these peoples’ lives have been shattered. Their suffering will continue for a long time to come. Thus, let us try to remember, and continue to help as the weeks and months pass by.

“Life is not a problem to be solved, but a mystery to be lived.” Today, we will not answer the question “Why tragedies and disasters occur?” but we do know how to answer “Where is God in the midst of this tragedy?” He is in the response that you and I and all others of good conscience will make in offering aid to the suffering people of Haiti!
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