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In the midst of the mind numbing reports of devastation and destruction from Tsunami ravaged nations which have assaulted our eyes, our ears, and our souls over the past several days... came these words in the familiar modulated tones of CBS News Anchor Dan Rather:
In the wake of the catastrophic tsunamis in South Asia, many faithful are asking "Why did it happen?" Jim Stewart reports how different religions are interpreting the death and destruction.
What followed was the catalyst for the words I shall speak tonight. A classic, television sound-bite review of how each of the worlds religions has responded to the theological challenge... in 25 words or less. The entire Hindu faith was represented by one "leading cleric" who blamed, among other things, the alignment of the planets. Buddhist monks were interviewed by a camera crew sent on assignment to "find God in the Tsunami" only to be told that this too was simply karma. The Christian perspective was given an extra 30 second blip as an Episcopal Bishop, representing all branches of Christianity, gave the most cogent reply. "When plates shift on this planet, plates shift on this planet, and that's a geological statement." "That's not a theological statement. That was my favorite sound-bite. And the Jews, all of us, of course, were represented by:
Israeli chief rabbi Shlomo Amar (who) proclaimed, "The world is being punished for wrong-doing." 
Even the Muslims came out better than we did on this one. 
This is the challenge which gave birth to this sermon. An effort which will be but a sound bite in the sight of the volumes of philosophical, theological, and spiritual writings of our people on the subject of suffering, and yet perhaps a deeper response than most of us have had time to consider amidst the monumental response which this disaster has demanded of us all. Deeper, to be sure than, "The world is being punished for wrong-doing." 
So where shall we begin? I suppose, since the disaster at hand is, after all, a flood, we should begin with the story of Noah’s Ark. It is a Bible Story we all know well and in that there is a common beginning. Once, longer ago than even our ancient people can recall with absolute clarity, there was a great flood which swept away nearly all life on this earth. There are stories just like this in nearly every ancient culture so one has to believe that once such a flood did in fact occur, or perhaps that in every flood, in every culture, such a story of destruction must be born. And in all of these ancient flood stories, just as it is in our own, it is God who ordains that the destructive waters shall crash forth.
And God said unto Noah: "The end of all flesh is come before Me; for the earth is filled with violence through them; and, behold, I will destroy them with the earth." -Gen 6:13
We remember the part about the ark which Noah builds. We recall how each of the animals of God's creation were carried aboard, "two-by-two". We remember the dove with the olive branch in its beak, a symbol of hope as the waters of the flood finally began to recede. And we remember the rainbow, God's promise never again to destroy the earth by flood. But the beginning of the tale we tend to forget.
And God said unto Noah: "...the earth is filled with violence... and, behold, I will destroy ... the earth."
The great and powerful God of the Universe looks down on the glaring flaws of this creation of God's hands and can think of no better remedy than to wash all of it away. I have always been challenged by that part of the story. The part which portrays a God of Vengeance who acts and then thinks and then feels remorse for rash actions. The righteous Judge of All seems less than righteous in this all too tragic tale.
The rabbis too found this disturbing, but the focus of their commentary is on Noah and not on God directly. We are told in the Torah, that Noah was a righteous man in his generation. But the rabbis ask: "What kind of compliment is that?" Noah is a righteous man in his generation, and yet it was his generation that was so evil in God's sight that it was washed away by the torrents of the flood. On the street of the blind, even the one-eyed man has great vision.
Wherein does Noah lack for righteousness in this biblical flood fable? The rabbis teach us that it is in his self-righteousness which Noah fails to live up to the humanitarian standard of others who would come after him. Why did not Noah challenge God on behalf of the innocent, as Abraham and Moses do when they face God's righteous wrath and call upon God to repent from the anger and destruction? And yet, why it should take the righteousness of humanity to calm God and to remind God of the cause of justice, remains a singularly unstated question for debate.
But there is another interpretation which the rabbis provide, one which provides for us a deeper lesson on the meaning of righteousness and the role of the righteous in our world. Noah, is called a righteous man in his generation. In a generation of unspeakable evil, Noah is a Tzadik, a righteous soul despite all of the corruption and evil which surrounds him. Noah, we are taught by this variant strain in the rabbinic commentary, was like a vial of perfume on a heap of garbage.
The lesson of the legend of the great flood and a man named Noah then becomes a deeper lesson for us all to learn. Even in an evil age, a single righteous soul can save the world.
Where was God in the Tsunami? This is the wisdom of our people to which I can add but this small response. The God who we meet in the tsunami of Noah’s Ark comes to us out of the earliest age of our Biblical tradition. Later, we find a more sophisticated voice to teach us of God's role in nature. 
We learn this in the book of Kings, from the tales of the prophet Elijah, the greatest miracle worker of the Bible. Stories of one who could stop the rains and bring fire from the heavens, but within them there is a lesson on where God is and where God is not.
At the end of the story. When the fleeting faith of the people has rejected Elijah’s call to return to their God, despite the many wonders and miracles which he has performed, Elijah finds himself alone in a cave wanting only to die from despair. And there God calls to him. God asks Elijah to come forth out the cave of his despair as the Presence of God passes by the entrance. 
And GOD said unto him: "Why are you here, Elijah?"
And Elijah launches into an endless complaint over the injustices of the past...
And GOD said: "Go forth, and stand upon the mount before the LORD."
And as the LORD passes by there is this huge storm, but Elijah stays within the cave, because, The LORD was not in the storm. Fire sweeps across the face of the mountain, and Elijah remains, because The LORD was not in the Fire. And there is massive earthquake which shakes the very foundations of the earth, but Elijah remains, for The LORD is not in the earthquake and after it all there is a still small voice. 
And it was so, when Elijah heard it, that he wrapped his face in his mantle, and went out, and stood in the entrance of the cave. And, behold, there came a voice unto him, and said: "Why are you here, Elijah?" (I Kings 19: 9 - 13)
God was not in the earthquake, but the still small voice within. God was not in the tsunami, but in the conscience within us to help heal the brokenness which this tragedy has brought before us. The answer to the question: "Where was God in the Tsunami?" is the same question which Elijah asks of all the injustices which he has endured. And God's response is the same as well. Why are you here, Elijah? Why are we here?
And yes, I know that this is not a direct answer to the question, but God doesn't work that way. God says, Why are you here, Elijah? Elijah holds forth on a litany of past injustices in the world. But, Elijah is a prophet and God asks again. Why are you here, Elijah? And then God holds forth with a litany of prophetic challenges which lie ahead for Elijah to overcome. God answers the question with a question.
Where was God in the tsunami? The answer is: "Why are you here?" And the challenge which lies beyond that response is the same prophetic challenge which has rested in our hands from the beginning.  We have seen this devastation with God's eyes and felt it with a God-like heart, and we have listened to that still small voice within us -- and together we have stretched forth God's hands upon this earth. 
Why are you here, Elijah? We are here to be God's partner, to heal the brokenness of our world. This is who we are. May we ever be equal to this prophetic call. Amen.
