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The scenes that have unfolded before us have been devastating. 
The size of the disaster – one which affects so much of our state – is breathtaking. 
The stories of grief and loss have each been heartbreaking. 
 
Along with our grief and our feelings of helplessness are the questions that inevitably emerge in times like this. 
 
There are so many questions.  Here are four that have plagued me this week, and to some extent will continue to do so in 
coming weeks.  These questions may be familiar to you: 
 

What can we learn? 
How should we respond? 
Why did this happen? 
Where is God? 

 
This morning I want to address each of these questions one by one and share the sometimes tentative answers I have come 
to. 
 
The first thing is what, if anything, can we learn from this tragedy? 
 
Every experience in life, good and bad, offers us an opportunity to learn and grow.  Major events can be particularly fertile 
ground for learning new things, or having old things we have always known and perhaps forgotten reinforced. 
 
Here are three truths I have been reminded of this week. 
 
Human Life is a Gift 
 
The gut-wrenching images we have seen and the heartbreaking stories we have heard and read of lives taken by the waters 
should remind us that human life is a precious gift to be treasured.  The life we enjoy, that animates our bodies, that draws 
oxygen into our lungs and pumps blood through our body is a gift of God on loan to us.  In the book of Job we read: 

 
The Spirit of God has made me; the breath of the Almighty gives me life. 
(Job 33:4) 

 
Human life and all that it entails is a gift of God to be treasured.  The second truth that we have been brutally confronted 
with is this: 
 
Material Life is Fragile 
 
The gift of life we enjoy in this world is both finite and fragile.  James writes: 
 
 What is your life?  You are a mist that appears for a little while and then disappears. 
 (James 4:14) 
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Images of people clinging desperately to roofs as floods surge around them; of cars tossed like matchbox toys down 
Toowoomba streets; of a modern cosmopolitan city being brought to a standstill remind us that this material life fragile and 
finite.  One day this earth-bound life we enjoy will end.  From dust we have come and to dust we will return.  
 
One early morning I nursed my son Joel on my lap.  He was one year old or so at the time.  He had just started walking and 
his presence would light up the room for Sue and for me.  Truth be told, it still does.  As I cuddled Joel this particular 
morning I watched the early news.  A report unfolded the horrors of yet another famine in Ethiopia.  As the screen filled 
with terrible pictures of children with grotesquely bloated and empty bellies and with flies crawling over their faces 
unchallenged – I found my eyes filling with tears.  As I cuddled Joel I was struck profoundly with the juxtaposition of the gift 
that life is and just how fragile this life we have is. 
 
On Monday Sue and Emily and I visited Lily Ann Hindman.  We had the amazing privilege of nursing this beautiful little girl 
only two days old.  As she slept in my arms, Lily was a picture of beauty, tranquillity and peace. 
 
Just two days later we heard the horrifying story of a mother whose 21 month old child who was wrenched from her arms 
to her death and waters raged around them. 
 
At times like this the truth of our mortality confronts us all.   
 
The promise we have through faith in God is that we can share in his eternal life should we choose to.  This material life is a 
finite and fragile gift – a vapour, a mist.  But it is not all there is – eternal life – life with God waits for us should we choose. 
 
The third lesson I have learned is that:  
 
Shared Life is a Blessing 
 
There are countless stories emerging of thousands of Queenslanders doing all they can to help friends, family and strangers 
alike in this time of unprecedented crisis. 
 
People have formed human chains to get goods to high ground. 
Boats have gone from door to door checking on the old and vulnerable. 
Goods and donations have flowed in an outpouring of care and concern. 
 
You might have shared the same experience we have had as a family.  For most of the week we have received phone calls, 
texts and emails from people making sure we have not floated away.  Our friends and family have expressed concern 
reminding me that life lived in community is such an incredible blessing. 
 
It is at this time we see the best (and sometimes the worst) of humankind.  People who have lived in the same streets for 
years have suddenly discovered their neighbour’s names.  We have been reminded that no man or woman is an island and 
none of live is isolation even if we would want to.  We are created to enjoy the blessing of life shared with God and with 
others.  We are created in the image of God – who is Father, Son and Holy Spirit – God in three relational persons. 
 
We have learned that life is best lived when it is actively shared with others, and I would say, with God. 
 
Human Life is a gift, material life is fragile and shared life is a blessing. 
 
The second we have all been wrestling with is how should we respond? 
 
The first thing that as a Christian community we are uniquely placed to do is to pray.  
 
On behalf of the community to which we belong we pray prayers of lament; grieving and questioning the capricious nature 
of the disaster.  We pray prayers of confession, acknowledging that as a community we have lived unprepared for the 
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events that have unfolded.  And of course we pray prayers of petition, asking God for strength and wisdom as a community 
we begin the task of rebuilding.  We pray today, we pray tomorrow and the next day and the next.  Jesus himself 
encourages that when we pray we pray in part to our Father: 
 

Give us today our daily bread. 
(Matthew 6:11) 

 
Over the weeks and months ahead we will need God’s daily assistance. 
 
Second we volunteer. 
 
Jesus, although he was and is a king, did not wear a crown, but a servant’s towel.  He came not sitting on a throne, but on 
his knees washing his disciple’s feet.  We follow a servant king who calls us to take up a servant’s towel. 
 
Already countless church members across our state have worked with other Queenslanders in the messy, painstaking task 
of cleaning our devastated communities.  The mud and silt stick to everything it comes into contact with. The stink lingers.  
The needs are great.  People with specific skills and no skills at all will be needed to clear the mess and start to put things to 
rights. 
 
As you leave today there will be an Information sheet given to you includes letters from the Uniting Church President and 
our Moderator as well as some practical advice as to how you can help.  Already a number of members of our congregation 
have travelled to Ipswich and Brisbane to assist with the clean up.  I am in contact with Peter Hobson who is minister at 
Glebe Road church in Ipswich.  Over coming weeks I hope to be able to announce how as a church we can assist the Ipswich 
and perhaps other communities in their cleaning and rebuilding efforts.  Please be patient with us as we identify the best 
way of providing long term assistance.  Compassion that energises us into action wells up at times like this.  That desire to 
act will be no less important when the floods disappear from our TV’s and front pages.   
 
Last, we give. 
 
The best advice we have at this stage is the most helpful thing we can all do is to give one of the official flood appeals.  
Flood victims need money to re-establish their lives.  Money enables people to spend in their local communities assisting 
local businesses.  Money in their hand means that have some control over their future. 
 
As a church we made the immediate decision this week to donate $1000 to the Presidents Flood Appeal and a further 
$1000 to the Premiers Flood Appeal.  Today and then again next week we will have a retiring offering for those who would 
like the opportunity to give to the Presidents Appeal.  If you would like that donation to be tax deductible, you will need to 
donate online through the links on our website. 
 
This week our office has taken inquiries from many of you about donating clothes and other material items.  This is 
understandable – we desperately want to help.  Responding to a specific request, Newlife Care sent five cartons of non-
perishable goods up into the Lockyer Valley on Wednesday.  For the moment we will continue to receive donations of non-
perishable food items and cleaning materials and ensure they get to people who need them.  Because we need to be careful 
about collecting goods that in the end are not helpful we will limit goods donations to these two things.  I heard a story this 
week of six containers of goods that was donated to one Queensland community.  The community had no need for the 
goods donated and so reluctantly returned every one of the containers. 
 
Money – cold, hard cash is the best way we can give at this time. 
 
Now we come to the really difficult questions.  Why did this awful tragedy happen? 
 
We live in a world seemingly governed by the philosophical and scientific principle of cause and effect.  For every action or 
event there is a resultant or consequential action or event. 
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A simple example of cause and effect is that if I eat a high fat, low fibre diet I will over time grow fat- or fatter ,as the case 
may be. 
 
There is a growing scientific consensus that suggests that climate change combined with the increasing urbanisation of our 
world is increasing the number and devastating effect of natural disasters like hurricanes and floods. 
 
There are also some who are very confident at identifying the spiritual causes of what we call natural disasters. 
 
In 1755 an earthquake destroyed the devoutly Roman Catholic city Portuguese capital of Lisbon.  Most saw the earthquake 
as an expression of the anger of God.  Protestants said God was angry with Lisbon because of its Catholicism.  Some 
Catholics said God was angry because Lisbon was too tolerant of Protestants!  But both agreed God was angry... 
 
Across the Atlantic and in the same century early American preachers suggested that Benjamin Franklin’s invention of the 
lightning rod had caused divine judgement in the form of a major earthquake. 
 
More recently, some Christians suggested that the Asian Tsunami had its most devastating effect on Indonesia because it is 
a predominantly Muslim, not Christian nation. 
 
A Melbourne Pastor suggested in the days after the devastating Victorian bushfires that the inferno was God’s punishment 
on Victoria for decriminalising abortion. 
 
This week, that same pastor, who seems to have perfected the art of grabbing attention by press release, has suggested 
that the floods we have experienced are perhaps the result of our fellow Queenslander, former Prime Minister and current 
Foreign Minister being critical of some of Israel’s Palestinian policies. 
 
For me, such a suggestion is breathtakingly arrogant and grotesquely insensitive, not to mention completely unbiblical.   
 
Jesus lived in a time and culture that attributed any suffering to a spiritual cause – to a sin in particular. 
 
For example, if you were blind you or your parents must have sinned and offended God whose punishment was loss of 
eyesight. 
 
The simplistic formula was Sin = Punishment in the form of suffering. 
 
Jesus confronted this popular view on more than one occasion.  The Jewish historian Josephus tells us that in the days of 
Jesus, Pilate, the Roman governor, stole money from the Temple Treasury and built a tower near the Pool of Siloam 
adjacent to the southern wall of the city.  Apparently there was a workplace accident and the tower collapsed killing 18 
workers.   
 
The prevailing belief of the day presumed that those 18 workers must have got from God what they deserved.  Some sin 
had so offended God, God in turn creatively killed them with a falling tower.  Perhaps it was because they had colluded in 
building a tower with money stolen from the Temple Treasury?  Jesus confronted head on this simplistic and dangerous 
theory: 
 

Do you think they were more guilty than all the others living in Jerusalem?  I tell you no! 
(Luke 13:4b-5a) 

 
If God had killed them, it was not because of their sin.  They were no more or less guilty of sin than those who were still 
alive and talking to Jesus.  Let me be clear; God does not send earthquakes to show his displeasure at Protestants, Catholics 
or even Callithumpians. 
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God does not send bushfires to display his anger about abortion. 
 
And God does not send Queensland floods to protest Australia’s policy towards Israel.   
 
In his Sermon on the Mount Jesus says this: 
 
 (God) causes his sun to rise on the evil and the good, and send rain on the righteous and unrighteous.  

(Matthew 5:45) 
 
Good things happen to bad and good people alike. 
 
Bad things, disastrous things happen to good and bad people alike.  
 
But that still leaves us with the question as to why we experience such disasters.   
 
As to the reasons why, there is much debate amongst theologians and philosophers alike. 
 
Old Testament scholar Terence Fretheim asserts that when God created the world he created it as good, but not as perfect.  
Within the goodness of creation he suggests is the freedom for creation to act in the form of ongoing geological and 
meteorological events like earthquakes and volcanic eruptions and hurricanes and cyclones and so on.  God gives freedom 
to humankind and creation itself to act. 
 
A more traditional view is that natural disasters are a result of sin entering the world and with it evil and suffering.  Before 
sin, the earth existed in perfect equilibrium, but since has lived the consequences of rebellion which includes natural 
disasters. 
 
I believe Paul speak to this view when he says in Romans 8: 
 

For the creation was subjected to frustration, not by its own choice, but by the will of the one who subjected it, in 
hope that the creation itself will be liberated from its bondage to decay.  
(Romans 8:20-21) 

 
But even if this were true, God could still put things right.  If God is God then he could still stop the floods and the 
earthquakes, should he choose, couldn’t he? 
 
This is the question of theodicy – How can a good God allow evil and suffering to exist in the world He created? 
 
For example, many theologians assert the biblical position that God is sovereign – all powerful and all knowing.  It follows 
that if God is sovereign then his ways are higher than our ways, his thoughts far greater than our thoughts and therefore 
there may well be reasons beyond our comprehension as to why God allows pain and suffering and disasters like that which 
unfolded this week.   Tim Keller puts it this way: 
 

If you have a God great and transcendent enough to be mat at because he hasn’t stopped evil and suffering in the 
world, then you have (at the same moment) a God great and transcendent enough to have good reasons for 
allowing it to continue that you can’t know. 
(Tim Keller – The Reason for God) 

 
In perhaps for me one of the most disturbing statements of Jesus, he responded to the question as to whether a man born 
blind was that way due to his sin or the sins of his parents, he said: 
 
 Neither this man or his parents sinned...but this happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life. 
 (John 9:2) 
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Why is 75% of our state affected by flood?  Why are hundreds dead in Brazil through floods this week?  Why are hundreds 
of thousands in Sri Lanka displaced by monsoonal floods in their country?   
 
How will the work of God be shown in these devastating events? 
 
The fact is we do not know. 
 
But this I do know, when, one day by God’s grace we stand before him then, as CS Lewis suggests, all our questions will be 
answered with the statement, ‘Oh, now I see!’ 
 
Charles Spurgeon has said: 
 
 When we cannot trace God’s hand, we must simply trust his heart. 
 (Charles Spurgeon) 
 
This leads us to our last question, and the toughest of them all. 
 
The last question we may be haunted with relates to the first one we addressed; in the midst of such pain and suffering 
and scenes of utter devastation, where is God? 
 
This is the most deeply felt of all the questions we face at time like this.  Everything pales by comparison. 
 
Where is God as thousands of families and businesses suffer such uncertain futures? 
 
Where is God when people are trapped helplessly in their cars and are swept to their death? 
 
Where is God when a mother has a toddler wrenched from her arms by the torrential flood? 
 
The biblical witness is clear; God is not distant from our suffering, but intimately acquainted with it. 
 
Centuries ago, the prophet Isaiah wrote to the remnant of Israel who were in captivity in Babylon hundreds if miles from 
their homeland, the temple destroyed and with seemingly no hope of ever returning.  Into that hopeless situation he wrote 
these hope-filled words of a future saviour that would rescue not only them, but indeed all creation that groans for 
liberation: 
 

He was despised and rejected by mankind, a man of suffering, and familiar with pain. Like one from whom people 
hide their faces he was despised, and we held him in low esteem. Surely he took up our pain and bore our suffering, 
yet we considered him punished by God, stricken by him, and afflicted. But he was pierced for our transgressions, 
he was crushed for our iniquities; the punishment that brought us peace was on him, and by his wounds we are 
healed.  
(Isaiah 53:3-5) 

 
Hundreds of years later Isaiah’s prophecy was fulfilled as Jesus was elevated not to a throne, but on a cross, as he was 
crowned nit with gold and jewels but with thorns, as he was clothed not with fine robes but with the blood-soaked stripes. 
 
We follow and worship Jesus, the Suffering Servant. 
 
Where is God in disaster? 
 
God our Father knows and shares the grief of parents who have lost children to death.  Our Father suffered the agony of 
Jesus’ death on the cross. 
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God is reflected in the sacrificial acts of people who risked their lives to the point of death for others. 
 
God is in the outpouring of compassion and communal spirit that will rebuild our broken land. 
 
Most of all, God is in our suffering. 
 
God is in our suffering and God is in the hope that we have. 
 
As we read earlier, our world is at present captive to sin and decay with resultant natural disaster like floods and 
earthquakes.  But when Jesus entered our world, suffered and died on the cross and then was raised from the dead he 
foreshadowed the hope we all have – that creation will be liberated from its bondage.  Paul says that creation waits and 
groans in eager anticipation for its ultimate freedom.  NT Wright puts it beautifully: 
 

The whole world is waiting, on tiptoe with expectation, for the moment when that resurrection life and power 
sweeps through it, filling (the earth) with the glory of God as the waters cover the sea.   
(NT Wright – Surprised by Hope) 

 
The promise we have is that sin and suffering, evil and pain will be defeated once and for all.  Death and all its friends will be 
vanquished.  The last word belongs to CS Lewis: 
 

They say of some temporal suffering, ‘No future bliss can make up for it,’ not knowing that Heaven, once attained, 
will work backwards and turn even that agony into a glory. 
(C.S Lewis – The Great Divorce) 

 
  


