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Just after we had celebrated Christmas last year a massive earthquake followed by a tsunami occurred which killed 280 000 people and affected the lives of millions. This past week as we celebrate the joy of Easter, another large earthquake has take place, also incurring destruction on a huge scale. 

From time to time people talk to me about these and other events, as if they are something special, like portents of the last days. 

My response is that I believe that these types of cataclysms are nothing new, and have always occurred; it's just that now we know about them. 

Earthquakes and seismic activity are an integral part of biblical history. The Jordan Valley forms part of the great rift valley which runs from the Black Sea down into Central Africa. The fires of Sodom and Gomorrah describe volcanic activity at the south end of the Dead Sea. Intense volcanic activity accompanied the exodus of the Children of Israel as they left Egypt. It was the glow of an erupting volcano which guided them during their trek through the wilderness. Earthquake activity caused the landslide which blocked the Jordan River and allowed Joshua to lead his people into the promised Land. Elijah is shown as seeking God in the earthquake, wind and fire. An earthquake destroyed the prison where Paul was interned in Philippi. 

Non-biblical sources attest to the destruction by earthquake of two of the wonders of the Ancient World: the Lighthouse in Alexandria and the Colossus of Rhodes. 

In a world where communications are poor and communities relatively sparse and isolated these seismic effects occur sufficiently regularly on a small scale for people to be aware them, but sufficiently infrequently on a large scale for people to forget about them, or to be ignorant of them. To put it another way, in the past the devastation was so great that entire civilisations were simply erased from the face of the earth, and because of the poor communications, no-one ever knew. 

Indonesia has had a history of violent volcanic events. On 26 August 1883 Krakatoa at the southern tip of Sumatra erupted. 36000 died and the effects were felt around the world for several years. It generated tsunamis 40m high which travelled all over the Pacific and Indian Oceans 

When Vesuvius erupted in AD79, the Romans and the Pompeians had absolutely on idea what was happening. The eruption of Vesuvius was greater than that of Krakatoa. 

When Santorini erupted in the 15th century BC the destruction around the Mediterranean must have been tremendous, with massive tsunamis wiping out scores of communities, as well as the entire Minoan civilisation. The Santorini eruption was at least six and a half times that of Krakatoa. 

A powerful earthquake hit Jerusalem at about 3pm on the eve of the Passover in about 30 AD. It was sufficiently strong to damage the Holy of Holies in the brilliant Temple that Herod had built and to cause the sanctuary's curtain to be ripped down. 

At the time of the earthquake three men were being crucified outside the city walls at a spot called Golgotha. 

And thirty-six hours later an aftershock occurred which had the curious effect of bursting open the city's tombs. 

Crucifixion is a singularly special Roman form of punishment, but had been used before them by the Persians and the Greeks. It is perhaps the cruellest form of torture devised by the human mind. It is designed to maximise the pain and the humiliation of the victim. It was also a potent deterrent to those who would think of challenging the Roman sense of order. Victims did not necessarily die quickly, but could linger for days. Nor were they usually taken down to be buried, but either left as food for carrion and wild animals, or thrown on a garbage dump. 

The point is that life was brutal. Death and horror were everyone's constant daily companions. So-called sports could be brutal, the objective being to maim, if not to kill. If disease didn't get you, then maybe a war would, or the Roman occupiers, or some kind of natural disaster. 

This proximity of death and brutality seems to have been accepted unquestioningly as natural, inevitable, and inexorable. And while the prophets may have railed against social exploitation and injustice I know of no instance where they questioned the morality of torture, pain, and wanton brutality. 

It is small wonder that the ancient world, in fact the entire world, looked for saviours, or a Saviour, from the tyrannies and harsh brutalities that surrounded them. 

Set against this background, the enormity of the resurrection event of Jesus takes on a new dimension. Here was a man who had been subject to the condemnation and rejection by his own people, his closest friends, his religious leaders, and put to a humiliating death by the troops of an occupying power. 

And he rose from the dead. 

He demonstrated that Death was no longer to be feared; the priests and the Romans were no longer to be feared. Here was a totally new freedom of soul, body and mind. It is completely understandable that Thomas would drop to his knees in awe at his Lord and his God, or that ecstatic joy would replace the abject pessimism of his friends and disciples. It is this freedom from fear, be it of death or of anything else, which is a characteristic of the Christian. 

I picked up a book in the library the other day. It was about Chinese rebels, that is, those Chinese throughout the world who rebel against the lack of freedom of thought in traditional Chinese society. The author was surprised at how many of these rebels were Christians, or from a Christian background. 

All of us here today are rebels or the descendents of rebels, be it of protestants who rebelled against the corruption of medieval Catholicism, or of Methodists who rebelled against the complacency of the Anglican church or the shocking conditions in which they were forced to live and work, or of Scottish crofters who rebelled against their dispossession from their land. 

The latest earthquake in the in the Nias islands off the coast of Sumatra has occurred in an area which is predominantly Christian. A comment of a reporter is that it is the strong religious faith of the inhabitants which is enabling them to deal with the crisis. 

The impact of the resurrection of Jesus Christ is profound. As Jeff Tallon would tell us, it is the pivotal event in the history of the cosmos. But for us it removes the fear of death, provides us with the means to cope with the challenges of life. It inspires in us a freedom of thought and action to fight for our own rights and those of our fellow man, a clarity of vision which rejects injustice, tyranny, suffering, and exploitation in whatever form they may take. 

It was Peter who denied Jesus, and ran away when the authorities challenged him. But it is a mature ecstatic liberated Peter who is now able to write: 

"Through the resurrection of Jesus Christ, (God) has given us a new birth, 
A birth into a living hope, 
and into an inheritance which does not perish, never fades and is incorruptible." 

