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Psalm 31: 9-16             “Where There is Tragedy, There Is God”              R.P.C. 
Matthew 27: 45-54                                                                               April 13, 2014 
                                             Daniel D. Robinson, Pastor 
  
    Whatever the betrayal, arrest, trial and crucifixion of Jesus of Nazareth means, 
any person listening to this passage we just shared from Matthew’s gospel must 
agree, that what happened to him is a tragedy.  Actually, what happens here is a 
tragic story par excellence. One of the effects this account has upon us is that we 
are drawn into the scene. In listening to Matthew’s description, we can easily 
envision the account; it is almost as if we can find our place right there at the foot 
of the cross. And while this is a relating about Jesus and his tragedy, it also has 
implications for those times when tragedy strikes us as well. 
    If there is one thing that’s sure it is that every person here will at one time or 
another be the actor in a drama that is tragic. And when we are in such a 
situation, we are sure to feel, as Jesus must have felt, quite frightened, quite sad, 
and very much alone. I don’t know if this was the case with Jesus, but when there 
is a tragedy, there is often a searching questioning of our beliefs, even to the 
point of asking, “Where is God?” While Jesus does not ask that question in using 
those particular words, he does utter the phrase, “My God, my God, why have 
you forsaken me?” Was he simply quoting a portion of Psalm 22 which he likely 
knew by heart, or was he really questioning God’s absence?  We may never know 
for sure….. 
    We expect God to be with us when we gather for praise, prayer and worship 
here in the church. But we most want God to be with us during our times of 
hardship and tragedy – maybe even especially then. While it may not seem like it, 
that is the good news behind this tragic story that brings us together on the 
Palm/Passion Sunday.  
    Where is God?  God is with us. God is with us in every instance of human 
suffering, betrayal, disappointment and trouble. There is no tragedy in which we 
walk that God has not already walked before us so that God could be fully with us. 
    Where is God? God is with us in the darkness, in the pain, even on the cross – 
most especially there. This fact gives us a very different definition as to who God 
really is – a vision of God that becomes our great comfort in our times of tragedy. 
For if God will willingly go to the cross for us, then there is nowhere we can be 
cast that is so bleak and dark that it is not also the place where God is with us. 
God does not grant us avoidance of the tragic. God doesn’t give us an explanation 
for the tragic. And God doesn’t continually rescue us from the tragic, or the 
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consequences of the tragic. God gives us something that is even better – God’s 
own presence in the midst of the tragic. What a great comfort to know, in our 
moments of greatest difficulty, that God has been there, and will be there again 
for us. 
    After his son died in a car that plummeted into Boston Harbor, the late William 
Sloane Coffin, chaplain at Yale University, preached a sermon that has become a 
classic statement on the relationship of the Christian faith to tragic events. He 
wrote: 
    “When a person dies there are many things that can be said, and at least one 
thing that should never be said. The night after Alex died, a woman came by 
carrying quiches. She shook her head, saying sadly, ‘I just don’t understand the 
will of God.’” 
    “Instantly I swarmed all over her. ‘I’ll say you don’t, lady! Do you think it was 
the will of God that Alex never fixed that lousy windshield wiper, that he was 
probably driving too fast in a storm? Do you think it is God’s will that there are no 
street lights along that stretch of road?  Nothing so infuriates me as the incapacity 
of intelligent people to get it through their heads that God doesn’t go around with 
his finger on triggers, his fist around knives, his hands on steering wheels.  God is 
dead set against all unnatural deaths. The one thing that should never be said 
when someone dies is, ‘it is the will of God.’ My own consolation lies in knowing 
that it was not the will of God that Alex died; that when the waves closed in over 
the sinking car, God’s heart was the first of all of our hearts to break.’” 
    We know where God is, because we know Jesus. In just last Sunday’s Gospel, 
when Jesus learned of the death of his good friend Lazarus, what did he do? The 
shortest verse in the Bible is the most poignant with the fullness of God: “Jesus 
wept” (John 11:35).  Jesus also wept over Jerusalem and had pity for Peter, even 
in his denial. And that is why Coffin could say with such assurance, “God’s heart 
was the first to break.” 
    Where is God? Some people, for all sorts of reasons, have decided that there 
really is no good answer to that question. For them, the tragic is the ultimate 
confirmation that God is nowhere, or that there is no God. Tragedy for them is 
proof of the non-existence, or at least the un-concern, of God. After all, a good 
God and tragedy just do not reasonably go together. 
    In the novel, The Kitchen God’s Wife, a grown daughter shares a memory. “My 
father had died of stomach cancer when I was fourteen.  And for years my mother 
would search in her mind for the causes, as if she could undo the disaster by 
finding the reason why it had occurred in the first place.  ‘He was such a good 
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man,’ my mother would lament. ‘So why did he die?’ Sometimes she cited God’s 
will as the reason…. She put no faith in other people’s logic –  to her, logic is a 
sneaky excuse for tragedies, mistakes and accidents. But according to my mother, 
nothing is an accident …. everything has a reason.” 
    Yet it is the nature of a tragedy that it cannot be undone.  We cry out “why?” 
and find ourselves in a dark valley where logic cannot avail. Only presence helps – 
only God’s presence helps; only a God who is not above us, or aloof from us, but 
truly with us, particularly in times of pain, helps.  
    Bart D. Ehrman, a professor of religious studies, wrote, God’s Problem: How the 
Bible Fails to Answer Our Most Important Question – Why We Suffer. Ehrman 
trained to be a scholar of the New Testament Studies and a minister. Born-again 
as a teenager, devoted to the scriptures, he memorized entire books of the New 
Testament. At one time he was a devout man, but then lost his faith because, as 
he put it, “I could no longer reconcile the claims of the faith with the fact of life…. 
I came to the point where I simply could not believe that there is a good and 
kindly disposed Ruler who is in charge. The problem of suffering became for me 
the problem of faith.” 
    Much of the book is taken up with Ehrman’s examination of biblical passages 
which once gave him solace, but no longer console him: “What were Ancient 
Israelite thinkers to suppose when things did not go as planned or expected? How 
were they to explain the fact that the people of God suffered from famine, 
drought and pestilence?” 
    Ehrman surveys a number of conventional answers to these questions: God is 
angry at a sinful, disobedient people; suffering is redemptive; evil and suffering 
exist so that God can make good out of them; suffering induces humility as an 
antidote to pride; suffering is a test of faith. But Ehrman found these explanations 
to be more horrible than the tragedies they fail to explain.  “If God tortures, 
maims and murders people to see how they will react – to see if they will blame 
him, when in fact [God] is to blame – then this does not seem to me to be a God 
worthy of worship.” 
    Ehrman says that what motivates him is not the intellectual puzzles, but the 
anguish produced by what he sees in the suffering all around him. “If [God] could 
do miracles for his people through the Bible, where is he today when your son is 
killed in a car accident, or when your husband gets multiple sclerosis? I just don’t 
see anything redemptive when Ethiopian babies die of malnutrition.” When 
Ehrman reads books by other scholars that attempt to explain suffering, he scorns 
their cool abstract analyses: “What I find morally repugnant about such books is 
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that they are so far removed from the actual pain and suffering that takes place in 
our world.” 
    I have intentionally quoted Ehrman at some length because he has laid out the 
thoughts and complaints of so many of us from time to time. In the face of a 
suffering world, we too sometimes wonder if God cares; we wonder “where is 
God?”: Where is God when a Malaysian airliner with hundreds of passengers 
disappears mysteriously somewhere in the Pacific Ocean, presumably with all 
perishing? Where is God when a natural disaster occurs and massive amounts of 
mud slide down a mountain without warning, taking the lives of innocent people? 
Where is God when a student goes on a rampage in school, slashing and stabbing 
other students at random for no apparent reason? Where is God when a hit and 
run driver causes another driver to slam into a preschool of all places, killing one 
child and severely injuring a number more? Where is God when a delivery truck 
crosses the median and strikes a bus carrying teens, killing and injuring dozens? 
    Note that Ehrman’s major criticism is the tendency to consider suffering and 
pain from a safe distance. Yet, as we note in today’s text, God through Christ 
knows all about suffering and pain, and chose – that’s right CHOSE - to endure 
both for our sakes. The grand Christian claim is that God does not remain at a 
safe, aloof, and objective distance from us; God comes to us and stands with us, 
even to suffer and die with us as Christ on the cross. 
    Where is God? There will always be those who claim that tragedies are the 
ultimate confirmation that God is nowhere, or that there is no God. There will 
always be those who argue that reason dictates that God and tragedy cannot co-
exist. 
    But Jesus says and demonstrates otherwise.  Where is God? On Friday of this 
week, we will hear Jesus cry out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?” 
But note: he still calls God “my God.” Even through his plea Jesus teaches us that 
God is not remote in the hour of suffering. God is there – close.  God feels the 
pain, as much and even more than we do. God does not manipulate our world 
and our lives; we have free will, we have choices. God has created us as frail, 
finite creatures, but God is not absent. 
    And note this: God does not avoid the tragic. God does not justify the tragic;    
God does not rescue his son in the face of the tragic; God does not remove the 
consequences of the tragic. God CHOOSES to be present in the midst of the tragic. 
    Jesus shows us that God is especially present in moments of suffering. We tend 
to think that when we are in pain, we want to get away from here and get over 
there – back to God – back to where we assume there should be no suffering. But 
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if anything, when we are in a place of cheerful comfort, we may be farther away, 
rather than close to this God. For what does God do in the face of inevitable 
human tragedy? God becomes human, completely human – even including 
submission to the tragic. Why? So that God might be for us and with us – 
Emmanuel – in our tragedies. 
    To be a human being is to encounter and to suffer through tragedies. We 
humans experience the tragic in both personal and social dimensions.  And yet 
because of the passion and cross of Christ, we know that God is with us in our 
times of tragedy – particularly in times of tragedy. Jesus Christ is God with us, 
Emmanuel – with us all the way through suffering and death. 
    So where is God?  Where there is tragedy, there is God, being present and real. 
That is one of the great truths that we stand before in this holiest week of the 
church’s year: Emmanuel – God is with us … with us still…..                    Amen. 
 
 
 
 
 
  


