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Have you, like me, been absolutely horrified by the pictures coming out of south
Asia these days? The force of those waves and tides. Water-born furniture and
landscaping and automobiles and human bodies crashing against one another. The
desperate cries of those who were being overcome. The grief-stricken expressions on
the faces of parents whose children were gone in an instant. It has been horrifying to
look at these pictures.

It is hard to believe that the forces of this earth are capable of such destruction.
We live far from the San Andreas fault. We shovel snow from time to time, all the while
knowing that we'll be bicycling and golfing within the month. We hear the rattle of hail
on the roofs, and wonder if the insurance company will cover all or part of the repairs.
The occasional tornado makes its way through our state, but rarely hits home. Nature
affects us here in Colorado — but it is more a nuisance than a danger.

Perhaps that is why it is so horrifying to view these pictures. We like to think that
we've tamed nature. With air conditioners and reliable automobiles and hi-tech clothing,
we travel about in the worst of what Colorado has to offer, and find ourselves relatively
safe and comfortable. Pictures like the ones we're seeing these days are a reminder that
in the natural world, chaos continues to be present. The earth doesn't always lay still.
The waters don't always stay in place. And people are hurt. Terribly, horribly hurt. The
few stories of survival are hardly enough to keep at bay the image of broken bodies, and
grieving parents.

I've been troubled by these images — and I've also been troubled by the many
stories I've heard of those whose faith in God has suffered during these times. Many
people through the world are asking hard questions these days. Some of them are
people of faith. Some of them are simply curious about the faith. Some of them have
rejected the faith. But with one voice they ask: “Where is God in all of this?” “*How can
anyone continue to believe in the presence of a good God, when something so horrible
can take place?” "Why didn't God stop the tsunami?” “Why didn't God speak in a dream,
to the people of Indonesia and Sri Lanka and Thailand and Malaysia, telling them (as
God once told Joseph) to flee and save their families?”

These are fair questions. These are good questions. These are important
questions. They are questions that we dare not take lightly, because our approach to
them will say much to others about the faith that guides us. And so I want to wrestle
honestly with them today. I want to ask: “Where has God been in the past two weeks?”
I want to ask: “"How do we understand God’s presence in the midst of this horrific
suffering?”

But even as I want to take these questions seriously, I am convinced that they are
based on a misunderstanding of God’s nature. You see, there is an assumption that lies
behind each of these questions, and the assumption is this: that it is God’s nature to
rescue people from the pain of living in this world. Or perhaps even more offensively:
that it is God’s nature to rescue faithful people from the pain of living in this world.

Let me be clear: I don't believe that. I don't believe that God arbitrarily decides
who will suffer in this world and who won't. Genesis three teaches us that we live in a
world that is not entirely under our God'’s control. In this world, you and I are free to act
in ways that are godly or ungodly. In this world, the forces of nature can touch us in
ways that please God and in ways that horrify God. In this world, there is a fierce
opponent of God, whose powers cause unknown pain and suffering. God has not
removed us from this reality. But God has given us a promise: the promise that no
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matter what the world has to offer up to us, we will never face it alone. Even in the depths of the valley of the
shadow of death, we need not live in fear because God promise to be with us. To be our comfort and our
strength. To empower us to do what we could never attempt on our own. To give us a reason to live, even
when every other reason is taken away.

If you want to deal with this in theological terms, what we are talking about is the difference between a
Theology of Glory and a Theology of the Cross. Martin Luther wrote and talked much about this distinction in
his day. It is one of the precious treasures of our Lutheran tradition. But sadly, it is a concept that is known by
relatively few today.

A Theology of Glory is one that puts God at our service. God is the one who answers our needs; who
ensures our success; who gives us an advantage when we find ourselves competing head-to-heed with an
unbeliever. Whatever troubles us in life, God is proposed as the answer: believe and you will succeed in
business, your family life will be more fulfilling, your health will be stronger, you will be admired by many. In
this theology, God is the source of glory — and the glory is given to us as a reward for believing.

This kind of thinking is quite popular in Christian circles today. You hear this message preached more
often than not when you turn on the television or the radio late at night. It is not uncommon to see
broadcasters in lavish settings, surrounded by fine artwork, priceless furniture, and expansive chandeliers — all
implying that if we believe in Christ, then we'll be as rich and as successful and as handsome and as happy as
they are. That is a theology of glory, and one that Luther and the reformers rejected out of hand.

He embraced, instead, a theology of the cross, which professes that God is known most powerfully in
our greatest hour of need. When we have lost hope; when we are utterly broken; when we are facing
insurmountable odds; it is then that God comes to us, bringing us comfort and strength and hope and peace.
Why is that? Well, simply, it is because our God is one who knows what that is like. God knows what it is like
to be tortured to death. God knows what it is like to see a beloved son die a horrible death. God knows what
it is like to feel grief that tears your very heart from your chest. And because God knows and understands that
kind of pain, God is able to reach into those moments of our lives and make a difference.

And so where was God on December 26" as the waters of the Tsunami devastated South Asia? God was
in the midst of the terror, embracing and gracing those who clung for life, even as the waves tore them away;
those who tried in vain to pull the struggling back to safety; those whose hearts had been broken by the
horrors that surrounded them. And where is God now? God continues to be in the midst of that terror,
working through compassionate people who can do no other than reach out and seek to help these wounded
people put their lives back together. God continues to be present through organizations like our own Lutheran
World Relief — named on NBC as one of the four most efficient disaster relief agencies in the whole country.
God continues to be present through contributions that you and I make to fund the work of LWR and other
relief agencies. A theology of the cross admits that there are realities in this broken world that cause events to
take place that grieve God’s heart as deeply as they grieve ours. But it also understands the power of God that
moves in those kinds of moments to bring life and healing in an otherwise desperate situation.

In a sermon that one of our members forwarded to me this past week, Pastor Nathan Nettleton shared

this quote with his congregation:
Any theology that can’t be preached in the presence of parents grieving over their
slaughtered children isn't worth preaching anywhere else either. '

I don't know a lot about this pastor, but I know this: he understands Luther’s theology of the cross. He
understands what it means to refrain from glib answers that give false comfort. He understands what it means
to proclaim that in the midst of the worst that this world can offer up, there is our God: bringing comfort and
strength and hope and peace.

These days many are asking some powerfully important questions about our God. And you and I have a
remarkable opportunity. We have the chance to proclaim the depths of God’s grace. We have the chance to
invite others to consider what a life lived in the shadow of our Lord’s cross is like. We have the chance to offer
a powerful word of hope, in a situation where many other words fall short. Our God does not manipulate the
events of the world on a whim. But instead, is one who knows suffering, and enters into it with us —
transforming our suffering into a sacred experience of God’s grace and mercy.



The Baptism of Our Lord, Cycle A (January 9, 2005) Page - 3 -

This morning we are remembering the day when Jesus went out to be baptized by John. He entered into
those waters, not because he had to — after all, we profess that Jesus is the one who has lived without sin,
and he had no need for the repentance that John proclaimed — no, Jesus entered into those waters because
he wanted to be fully immersed in our life. To know us. To love us. To save us. To welcome us into God’s
eternity. Perhaps that stands as a helpful metaphor today for our God, who enters into the chaos of our lives,
bringing us the comfort and strength and hope and peace we need to move faithfully through whatever the
world throws our way.

None of us are facing the terrors of Tsunami destruction today, and for that we are grateful. But each of
us has our own burden to bear. God promises to be with us in the midst of carrying those burdens, just as
God is with the people in South Asia who are struggling to put their world back together again. God is one
who understands our pain, and who provides the strength and courage to continue on faithfully. May that
power of God be with all who suffer from the effects of this natural disaster, and all who seek to minister with
them. May that power of God be with us as well, in our every time of need.

Amen.

David J. Risendal, Pastor (January 8, 2005)

English Text: "

%13 Then Jesus came from Galilee to John at the Jordan, to be baptized by him. '* John would
have prevented him, saying, “I need to be baptized by you, and do you come to me?” '° But Jesus
answered him, “Let it be so now; for it is proper for us in this way to fulfill all righteousness.” Then he
consented. '® And when Jesus had been baptized, just as he came up from the water, suddenly the
heavens were opened to him and he saw the Spirit of God descending like a dove and alighting on
him. ' And a voice from heaven said, “This is my Son, the Beloved, with whom | am well pleased.” "

Greek Text:

313 TéTe TroporylveTat 0 Inool¢ 1o TAG FXAAXIXG €TTL TOV Topdcvny TTpO¢ TOV lTwavvnv To0
BamrTioBfvat 0T x0TOD. 14 0 8€ TwAVVNC BLEKWAVEV XUTOV AEYwV - EYW XPELXV EXW LTTO TOD
BxTrTLOBAVXKL, KXL 00 €pXN TTPOC UE; 15 XTTOKPLOELG OE 0 INo00C ELTTEV TTPOC KXOTOV - &XbEC XPTL, OVTWG
Y&p TIPETTOV ETTLY NIV TIANPWOXL TTROXV dLKXLOTUVNV. TOTE XPpinay xOTOV. 16 BrTrTIOOELG OE O
Tnool¢ eVBVC &VERN &TTO TOD BOXTOG - KL 1dOL AVEWXOnoav [xOTW] oL oLpxvol, KXL €Ld€EV [TO]
Tvedux [To0] Beod kaxTaxBaivov woel TTeplaTepav [kal] EpXOuEVOV ETT xUTOV - 17 KL 1d0U pwvn €k
TV 00PRVWV AéEYOLTK - 00TOC EOTLYV O LIOG MOV O KYXTINTOC, EV W) €VdOKNOX.

From a sermon by Pastor Nathan Nettleton on January 2, 2005, in response to the South Asia Tsunami disaster. Pastor Nettleton

serves the South Yarra Community Baptist Church in Melbourne, Australia, a small congregation located on the edge of a large

public housing estate in the middle of what is otherwise one of the wealthiest areas of the city of Melbourne, Australia. He also

teaches liturgical studies at Whitley College, the Baptist Theological College of Victoria. In this brief excerpt, he quotes Australian

church leader Athol Gill.
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