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Now ask yourself: how long can this frail fence last against...the tides, the winds, 
and the storms? And if it falls, who shall we turn to then, comrade? 

Nirmal1 

We have come with a hammer and nails and a stethoscope in one hand, and a Bible 
in the other. 

Ricky Sanchez2 

Abstract 

This essay is about the political and hermeneutical ramifications of the 2004 Boxing 
Day tsunami which had such a devastating effect upon millions of people. The first sec
tion deals with how a national disaster like a tsunami becomes a vehicle for both decolo
nization and recolonization. In Dutch colonial Indonesia, an earlier tsunami became in 
the hands of nationalists an ideal gift to whip up anti-colonial sentiments. The current 
humanitarian reconstruction, with all its good intentions, lends itself to economic, cul
tural and spiritual neo-colonialism. The second section looks at how the biblical flood 
story was utilized for the justification of colonial projects such as the invasion of 
South America and also used as a benchmark to evaluate and judge other peoples' his
tory and chronology, and how in the process the authenticity of the biblical account 
was established. The third section addresses the theological reactions of different faith 
communities, which tend either to blame an angry God for the misfortune, or attri
bute the disaster to the misbehavior of the people. The last section advances the idea 
that a possible place to look for an answer to the theological conundrum produced by 
the tsunami is in secular stories which, in contemporary society, act as surrogate sacred 
texts. The essay analyses two novels—José Saramagos The Gospel According to Jesus 

^ Nirmal is a character in Amitav Ghoshs novel, The Hungry Tide (London: 
HarperCollins, 2004). The quotation is from p. 206. 
2) Ricky Sanchez is a missionary from California working in the devastated Thai island 
of Koh Khao. The quotation is from Observer Magazine, 27 February 2005, p. 25. 
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Christ, and Vicente Leñero s The Gospel of Lucas Gavilán, which shed new light on old 
stories and offer a complex picture of God. 

The tsunami which hit Asia on Boxing Day 2004 attracted much media 
attention and there was an amazing response from all over the world. For 
a moment, the storm seemed to have not only brought closer the differ
ent continents but also generated a sense of solidarity among people. It 
was refreshing to see biblical scholars, who often resort to silent-mode 
when there is a crisis, suddenly becoming active and rallying to reflect 
on the disaster. The Society of Biblical Literature made a special effort 
and put on sessions on the tsunami both at the International Meeting 
in Singapore and the Annual Meeting in Philadelphia. They were billed 
as one of the highlights of the programme. While, on the one hand, it 
is cheering to witness the Society's engagement with human miseries, on 
the other, one is forced ask why the guild has not made any fuss about the 
other and much more sustained human tragedy—the Iraq war—where 
the human cost is at least comparable to that of the tsunami. It appears 
that fatalities caused by bombs and gunfire are less worthy of our com
passion than deaths caused by killer waves. The lives of Iraqis seem to 
be less precious than the lives of Indonesians, Sri Lankans, Thais, and 
European tourists. Why are we not talking about the Iraqis whose lives 
have been destroyed by invasion? Why are we not discussing the Ameri
can-created Middle Eastern tsunami? Why is the Society keen on this 
particular disaster when there are so many others which it conveniently 
ignores—asylum seekers in the West and refugees in central Africa, the 
famine in Niger, or the frequent flooding of Bangladesh? It has paid little 
attention to the 2 million people who die of malaria every year or the 
2.3 million claimed by Aids, mainly in developing countries. 

The tsunami, as Naomi Klein has pointed out, was 'a public rela
tions gift for the US'. How Hurricane Katrina shamed the US is another 
story. The tsunami enabled the media, at least for a while, to replace 
the familiar TV pictures of American troops under attack in various 
cities of Iraq with a compassionate picture of the USS carrier Abra
ham Lincoln' running helicopter services to inaccessible parts of Bande 
Ache delivering food, medical supplies and clothes. In Klein's words, 
'here were the super power's ground troops showing their human side. 
It showed Muslims around the world that the US can be nice as well as 
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nasty'.3 Behind this heart-warming scene there emerged a deeper political 
agenda, exemplified in the words of Condoleezza Rice who dismayed 
many by describing the tsunami as 'a wonderful opportunity' that 'has 
paid great dividends for us'.4 Just as the US government saw the tsu
nami as an opportunity to show an America with a kindly face, the tsu
nami discussions in the Society's meetings enable the Society to project 
itself as a socially-committed forum, and one not entirely pre-occupied 
with where to place the comma in Rom. 9:5 or whether Mark really 
ended at 15:7. 

Postcolonial Considerations 

Natural disasters such as a tsunami tend to produce diametrically op
posite political consequences—of decolonization and re-colonization. 
The last time there was a tsunami in Indonesia, it had serious political 
repercussions. When the 1883 tsunami blew away the entire Dutch East 
Indian island of Krakatoa, the Muslim clergy of Java made a deliber
ate connection between the natural disaster and God's judgement and 
colonial rule. The 1888 Banten Peasants' Revolt was a crucial moment 
in Indonesia's colonial history in that it initiated political unrest which 
paved the way for the eventual departure of the Dutch. Simon Win
chester, who has studied the geographical and political ramifications 
of the destruction of Krakatoa, is of the view that while this natural 
explosion generated the 'political mood of the movement',5 it was the 
teachings of Haji Abdul Karim, a Javanese Sufi mystic, which provided 
the spiritual sustenance. Haji Abdul Karim predicted that a mahdi, a 
messiah-like figure, was coming to liberate the people from the infidels 
and that there would be a series of portents: 'There would be diseases of 
cattle. There would be floods. There would be blood-coloured rains. And 
volcanoes would erupt, and people would die'.6 True to Abdul Karim's 
prediction, every one of these events unfolded exactly in the order he 

3) I am unable to provide references for two of the quotations attributed to Naomi Klein. 
4) Naomi Klein, 'Allure of the Blank State', The Guardian, 18 April 2005, p. 17. 
5) Simon Winchester, Krakatoa: The Day the World Exploded (London: Penguin Books, 
2004), p. 326. 
6) Winchester, Krakatoa, p. 336, italics original. 
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foresaw them. The tragedy of Krakatoa was the final omen. The mullahs 
immediately pounced upon these events as God's sign, and used them 
not only to strengthen their hold on the people but also to whip-up 
anti-colonial sentiments: 'Was it not, they said, the revenge of Allah, 
not only against the unbelieving dogs, but also against those Bantenese 
people who were serving these kafirs, these infidels ?...Had he [Abdul 
Karim] not predicted heavy earthquakes, and the end of the world? And 
see, the sun was darkened for hours, and now after the eruption it shone 
as a red or sometimes a grey or a blue ball in a grey firmament...Did not 
God create the tidal waves that rose 30 meters above the sea-level ?...Has 
not the bottom of the sea been raised by a God?....Be humble for the 
Almighty! Pay for your sins'.7 The message of the mullahs was simplistic 
and straightforward: Allah was deeply angry because they were not only 
letting themselves be ruled by foreign infidels, but also strengthening 
that rule by collaborating with them. The solution was that the Dutch 
had to be expelled and their influence wiped out. Rise up and resist, the 
mullahs urged, and so the people took up arms. The rebellion, though 
carried out in a haphazard manner, eventually led to the withdrawal of 
the Dutch, and the formation of a 'free' modern Indonesia. 

The recent discovery of letters and documents shows that the rebel
lion was initially inspired and prompted by outside sources. It was from 
that part of Arabia that is the present Yemen that Islamic fundamentalist 
preachers pointed to Allah's 'displeasure with the Dutch infidels and 
their local stooges'.8 The recent 2003 and 2005 Bali bombings seem to 
be a continuation of the cynical manipulation of the mullahs who had 
sown the seeds of dissension way back in the last century with their 
condemnation of the foreign infidels as enemies and Western imperial
ism as the cause of the miserable condition of the Muslims. 

Reconstruction as Neo-Colonialism 

While the tsunami provides fodder for anti-imperialistic impulses in 
the disaster-stricken areas, it also presents an unlimited opportunity to 
re-colonize them. True, it is heart warming to witness voluntary agen-

7) Winchester,Krakatoa, p. 338. 
8) Wmàiesttr,Krakatoa, p. 339. 
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cies such as the NGOs, church organizations, government-aid planners 
and multi-national building corporations getting involved in the recon
struction work after the disaster. Such good actions, however, invariably 
bring their own cultural and technocratic preconceptions, and these, at 
times, sit uneasily with local values and skills, and go against the local 
environmental protocols. Lands wiped out of people and buildings are, 
in President Bush's words, 'opportunity zones'9 where the rules can 
be rewritten from scratch. This neo-colonial form of reconstruction 
functions in three ways. First, it offers a chance to introduce a market 
economy in place of state-owned public economies. It provides a free 
rein to free-marketeers and global corporations to preach the gospel of 
privatization, thus enabling the replacement of public institutions with 
amenities geared towards the tourist industry. As the Thailand Tsunami 
Survivors and Supporters Group put it, 'for businessmen-politicians, the 
tsunami was the answer to their prayers, since it wiped these coastal areas 
clean of the communities that had stood in the way of resorts, hotels, 
casinos and shrimp farms.'10 In Sri Lanka the government has sanctioned 
five-star type luxury resorts for the tourists in the coastal areas affected 
during the tsunami while the locals are housed in temporary accommoda
tion. What is worse is that the local people are made aliens in their own 
country and barred from these coastal development zones. 

The second form of neo-colonialism under the guise of reconstruction 
is the replacement of indigenous with alien techniques. The reconstruc
tion work undertaken by multinational firms has forced local people to 
use unfamiliar technologies and materials. This has resulted in people 
being deskilled and their vernacular expertise devalued. There are numer
ous cases of outside agencies imposing external methods and over-rul
ing local expertise and knowledge. Marc Gösse provides examples from 
previous earthquakes in Yemen and Mexico City, where, to meet targets 
and to get media attention, ancestral and indigenous knowledge which 
provided protection against earthquakes was ignored and unfamiliar 
techniques and building materials were introduced. Indigenous methods 

9) Naomi Klein, 'Now the Real Looting Begins :1Purging the Poor', The Nation, 10 Octo
ber 2005, p. 16. 
10> Klein,MureoftheBlankState',p. 17. 
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were overruled in order to meet the international models worked out 
to suit the donor's ideologies and planning patterns.11 

An Indian researcher, Shalmali Guttal, differentiates between two 
kinds of colonialism—'vulgar' and 'sophisticated'.12 Vulgar colonial
ism was the earlier form which we used to have in the past. What we 
have now is a sophisticated form which, according to him, is more than 
reconstruction: 'It is not reconstruction at all—it is about reshaping 
everything'. What is happening now, in the view of Herman Kumara of 
the National Fisheries Solidarity Movement in Negombo, is 'a second 
tsunami of corporate globalization and militarization. We see this as a 
plan to hand over the sea and the coast to foreign corporations with 
military assistance from the US marines'.13 

The third form is scriptural recolonization. The human tragedy offered 
a God-sent opportunity to Christian agencies like the Bible Society to 
engage aggressively in the distribution of Bibles and biblical portions 
to the distraught victims. While various relief agencies were involved in 
the 'first wave of assistance', meeting the temporal and physical needs of 
the survivors by distributing food, clothes and medicines and building 
shelters, the Bible Society saw its task as fulfilling a long term spiritual 
need that 'will linger for a lifetime' Just as, at the height of colonialism, 
the British and Foreign Bible Society created an impression in the UK 
that there was a deep thirst for the Bible in the colonies by publishing in 
their literature letters and requests from the natives, the American Bible 
Society did not hesitate to take advantage of letters from the tsunami 
devasted areas. One such letter was from Lakshani Fernando of the Sri 
Lankan Bible Society: 'We feel so helpless in the face of the magnitude 
of the destruction to life, property and facilities. The need is now for 
Bibles as many Christians have lost all their household articles. Some 
of these Bibles have been in the families for many years and have been 
very precious to them. In our culture a Christian home is centred round 
the family Bible. In one family all members would possess a Bible.'14 

The American Bible Society hurriedly brought out an edition of the Bible 

n ) For more examples, see Marc Gosse, "The Wrong Way to RebuilcT,2> Monde Dipbma-
tique, February 2005, p. 9. 
12) Klein,MureoftheBlankState'.p. 17. 
13) Klein,MureoftheBlankState',p. 17. 
14) Bible Society press release, http://www.biblesocietynsw.com.au, 7 January 2005. 

http://www.biblesocietynsw.com.au
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under the title The Message, and its web pages listed scriptural verses on 
anxiety, stress, depression, sadness, fear, and frustration. Neocolonial 
intentions were evident in the announcements of the Bible Society of 
India. In one of its press releases, the Society claimed that it would like 
to help the distraught families with Bibles and fishing nets. The allusion 
to fishing nets is very clear. One does not have to be a code breaker to 
understand the proselytizing intentions and missiological implications 
of fishing nets. 

Flooding Colonial Myths 

The Genesis flood story has been employed in a number of contexts to 
strengthen colonial projects. While the actual flood of 1883 was used 
as a way of whipping up an anti-imperial movement in nineteenth cen
tury Indonesia, the mythical flood narrative in the Bible was employed 
to justify colonization. Four centuries prior to the call of Indonesian 
Muslim clerics for resistance, the biblical account of the flood was put 
to use for a diametrically opposite purpose—to conquer the Americas. 
The biblical account provided a theological rationalization for the in
vasion of what the Spanish invaders called the new world. Juan Gine 
Sepulveda, a formidable theologian of the period and an arch-colonialist, 
noted that God had sent the universal flood on 'blasphemous barbar
ians'15 because Noah's contemporaries were cannibalistic, incestuous 
and abortionists—language which must be music to the ears of today's 
evangelicals. To Juan Gine Sepulveda's way of thinking, the Spanish were 
instruments of the wrath of God, embarking on a moral mission to com
pel the 'barbarians' they were encountering to submit to the Christian 
empire and subject themselves to Christian civilization. 

The flood story was also used as a marker for human history and to 
validate the Mosaic chronology and the authority of the Hebrew Scrip
tures. One of those engaged in the study of various texts to establish the 
authenticity and historicity of the Mosaic chronology was the eighteenth 
century Orientalist, Sir William Jones. The Genesis flood, as part of the 

15) Elsa Tamez, 'The Bible and the Five Hundred Years of Conquest', in Ross Kinsler and 
Gloria Kinsler (eds.), Gods Economy: Biblical Studies from Latin America (Maryknoll, 
NY:OrbisBooks,2005),p.5. 
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first eleven chapters of the first book of the Bible, was, in Jones' view, 'the 
preface to the oldest civil history now extant' and he therefore treated it 
as a literal event. Since it had attained a privileged position in the history 
of Western civilization, there was a conspicuous reluctance to interpret 
it symbolically. Jones' hermeneutical enterprise was undertaken before 
the advent of higher criticism and biblical archaeology, but was marked 
by a vigorous search for a secure past enshrined in a literal reading of 
the Bible. This was a time when there was a heightened reliance on and 
reverence for scriptural texts as a source of literal truths. For Jones, 'either 
the first eleven chapters of Genesis are true or the whole fabric of our 
national religion is false'. With this view in mind, Jones surveyed the vari
ous records and came to realize that all ancient cultures—Indian, Iranian, 
Egyptian and Grecian—were awash with flood myths. Jones did not see 
this large number of flood myths as a challenge to the authenticity of the 
biblical account. Instead, he greeted them as corroborating the biblical 
story. Thus, he found a convincing ally in the Bhagavata Purana which 
contains probably the oldest recorded flood myth, and, more importandy 
for Jones' purpose, recounts a flood narrative which resembles that of 
the biblical account. His argument was that the flood myth found in 
the Puranas of the 'primitive' Hindus was solid evidence for a universal 
flood. Jones claimed that the narrative of a deluge which 'destroyed the 
whole race of men, except four pairs' was 'an historical fact admitted 
by the ancient Hindus, who have allotted entire Purana to the detail of 
the event, which they relate, as usual, in symbols or allegories'.16 This 
comparative data, in Jones' view, compels us to think of the Hebrew 
narrative as 'more than human in origin, and consequendy true in every 
substantial part of it'.17 In other words, the truth and sanctity of the 
Mosaic history is not damaged by parallel accounts found in the older 
idolatrous nations such as Egypt, India, Greece and Italy, but becomes 
a convenient marker for the beginning of all history. The Puranic flood 
narrative provided an independent verification of the biblical flood, thus 
reinforcing the image of the Bible as an authentic document. In order to 
fit the Hindu chronology within his biblical time-frame, he compressed 
the complicated Hindu cosmology before the flood to blend with the 

i6) William Jones, The Works of Sir William Jones in Six Volumes (London: G.G. and J. 
Robinson, 1799), p. 134. 
17) Jones, The Works of Sir William Jones, p. 136. 
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timetable worked out by the seventeenth century Archbishop of Armagh, 
John Ussher, describing the earlier Hindu aeons as metaphorical and with 
little historical value. In fixing the biblical flood story as an indicator of 
human history, Jones was engaged in the colonial pursuit of reconfigur
ing other people's history and tampering with their chronology to suit 
his Christian agenda. 

Theological Responses 

At a time when communities lack common hermeneutical tools to make 
sense of tragedies such as the tsunami or Hurricane Katrina or the Asian 
earthquake, there is no consensus on how to react and act responsibly. 
Disasters are perceived as signifiers of messages, both from God to hu
manity and from human beings to God. The tsunami has produced 
two types of theological response. One is to attribute the disaster to 
an angry deity who is seen as mean and vengeful, and the other is to 
blame the disaster on arrogant, frail, sinful and irresponsible human
ity. In their attempt to understand the tsunami, what various religious 
communities have done is to reopen unwittingly the debate between 
monotheistic and polytheistic beliefs. What we have witnessed has been 
the fragmentation of the modernist, singular, monotheistic god and the 
emergence of many deities in Hindu, Christian, Muslim and Buddhist 
forms. These gods and goddesses were vying with each other not only to 
get attention but also to demonstrate which was the angriest of them all. 
More worryingly, all these gods and goddesses seem to be malevolent, 
vindictive and vengeful. 

The media reported stories of how different religions were responding 
to the human tragedy by blaming various deities. According to the West-
boro Baptist Church news release, the death of nearly 2000 Swedes on 
Thailand beaches was attributed to the Christian god being angry at the 
jailing of a Pentecostal pastor for preaching against homosexuality. The 
dead Swedes were seen as a reminder of God's 'irresistible and irrevers
ible curse'.18 Muslim clerics, too, found homosexuality and fornication 
igniting Allah's wrath. A Saudi Professor, Sheik Fawzan Al-Fawzan, said 
in a television interview that 'these great tragedies and collective punish-

18) Westboro Baptist Church website http://www.godhatestags.com 

http://www.godhatestags.com
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ments that are wiping out villages, towns, cities and even entire countries, 
are Allah's punishments of the people of these countries, even if they are 
Muslims. Some of our forefathers said if there is usury and fornication in 
a certain village, Allah permits its destruction'. Two Sri Lankan Muslims 
scholars saw God signing his name in the waves, and agreed that it was 
a punishment for Muslims as well as for those straying from God's ways. 
One of them, Muhammed Fawmey, said 'The Koran says people can be 
punished through water or fire'.19 The Hindu deities who normally see 
the world as a site for their divine lila—playfulness—are now seen to be 
replicating the sterner characteristics of Semitic gods. One of the gurus in 
South India blamed the destruction on the authorities in Tamilnadu for 
arresting one of the most revered of Hindu figures, Jeyandra Saraswathi, 
for the alleged murder of a temple official. Buddhists, who are proud 
of their compassionate deity, found that their God too can rise up the 
Richter scale of anger. This time the blame was attributed not to ethical 
lapses on the part of the people but to irreverent acts such as making a 
cake in the form of the Buddha and slicing it with a knife, manufacturing 
and wearing underwear with the image of the Lord Buddha, and killing 
and consuming animal flesh on Christmas day. The fact that the tsunami 
hit Sri Lanka the very next day, which was the poya or full moon day, 
an auspicious day for Buddhists, prompted one of its adherents to say: 
'God was angry that so many people had eaten meat, and consumed 
alcohol'.20 Normally genial goddesses, too, were seen as capable of get
ting angry. In a South Indian village near Vishakapatnam, the people 
offered prayers to the sea goddess called Gangamma, believed to be their 
protector, who needed to be appeased. In Chennai, the protector was 
of a Christian variety and her name was Velankani Ammah, the same 
goddess whom the Christians had commemorated at mass on the eve 
of the disaster, and who failed to protect them. Every deity seemed to 
be wrathful, stern and bent on vengeance. 

Two brief comments before I go to the next section. The liberal's 
impersonal, inanimate and ahistorical God, seen as logos, Sophia, 
ground of being, and mystery, is being replaced by God as a person 
with human attributes and who reveals godhead in historical acts. It 

19) http : //www.new24.com/World/Tsunami_Disaster/ 
20) http : //globalsecurity.org 

http://www.new24.com/World/Tsunami_Disaster/
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was modernity which prettified the image of God as a well-behaved 
and loving figure. The earlier images of a wrathful God were excised 
by the liberals in order to project an unambiguous God of love. What 
we see in the postmodern context is the re-emergence of God as a ter
rifying figure who gets personally involved in historical events. It is not 
the God who opts for the poor, in whom liberation theology invited 
us to believe, but a God who is co-opted by and speaks to both ter
rorists and those who oppose the terrorists. What President Bush said 
in a private conversation reveals the new phase of God: Ί am driven 
with a mission from God. He told me, "George, go and fight those ter
rorists in Afghanistan". And I did...then, "George, go and end tyranny 
in Iraq". And I did. And again I feel God's words coming to me, "Go 
get the Palestinians their state, and the Israelites their security". And 
by God I'm gonna do it'.21 What is evident here is that God is be
ing increasingly marshalled by regressive forces to serve their imperial 
purposes. 

What is commendable about religious fundamentalists, whether 
Christian or Muslim, is their impeccable hermeneutical consistency. 
When it comes to apportioning blame, they are models of consistency. 
When Hurricane Katrina hit New Orleans, the evangelical Christians 
were right on schedule in seeing it as a sign of God's punishment. They 
found a scapegoat in homosexuals, and blamed the hurricane on the 
'Southern Decadence'—an annual homosexual celebration which attracts 
tens of thousands of people to the city. When the earthquake hit the 
northern part of Pakistan, one of the imams said God was upset because 
Muslims were 'not praying on time, or praying infrequently'.22 

The second theological response was for those of faith to blame them
selves for the tragedy. There is a notion of fatalism and unworthiness 
among individuals and even among entire communities who regard their 
sufferings as somehow a deserved consequence of their own actions. A 
song written by an Indonesian Christian who became a hit in Bande 
Aceh makes this point vividly: 

21) BBC 2 documentary, Israel and The Arabs: Elusive Peace, televised on 24 October 

2005. See also Norma Percy, 'An Almighty Splash', in Media Guardian, 24 October 

2005. 
22) Eastern Eye, 14 October 2005, p. 3. 
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God, are You angry with me ? 
Really, Your fury poured swiftly 
You threw Your finger on the tip of Banda (Aceh) 
Thus, all the world amazed 
God, I may have neglected You 
I have ignored Your admonition 
I hurt You to the bottom of the earth 
Forgive us oh our Lord 

You are the Powerful 
Do not be angry anymore 
Let us welcome the coming of the sun 
You are the Merciful 
Forgive all the sins 

It is truly all our shortcomings 
Oh God, forgive us 
Oh God, help us 
God, forgive us 

God, help us 

The underlying presupposition of this sort of theological position is 

that such a tragedy should be perceived not as the act of a vengeful 

God, but as the result of human fallenness. It is the sinful nature of 

humanity which causes such calamities. This issue is alluded to by the 

Lucan Jesus. When asked about mass deaths—one, an evil human act, 

the murder of some Galileans, and the other, a natural disaster, the case 

of the eighteen Jerusalemites—Jesus' response that all are sinners and in 

need of repentance, is confusing and unhelpful: Ί tell you...unless you 

repent you will all likewise perish' (Luke 13:1-9). Jesus declines to make a 

correlation between specific experiences of suffering and sin, and instead 

all are branded as sinners. The victims were not singled out because they 

suffered most and lost their lives but everyone was scripted into their 

death because all were held to be guilty. In secular discourse the blame 

is removed from the individual and explained as a matter of collective 

failure. It is directed against the greedy exploitation of the environment 

by multinational corporations and unplanned and irresponsible develop

ment encouraged by political leaders. 

In these experiences of suffering, neither of the two understandings of 

the biblical God—traditional and liberal—is without its problems. In the 

one, suffering is in order that God's purpose for humanity can be revealed; 

in the other, less traditional one, a powerless god suffers with the people. 
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Neither necessarily satisfies the victims. One projects an all-powerful be
ing who determines the destiny of the world, and the other perceives of 
God as a hapless fellow sufferer. The orthodox view that divine testing 
shapes, refines and toughens one's character is not entirely true. Job was 
left without answers. In other instances, the divinetesting proved not 
to work. When Philistines, Hittites and Canaanites, the inhabitants 
of the conquered land, were left behind as a means to test Israel, the 
Israelites went astray and were ensnared by local deities, and the whole 
purpose of the divine testing was defeated (Judges 2). Similarly, people 
were confused when God sent false prophets to test their loyalty. They 
did not know who to believe and who was genuine (Deuteronomy 13). 
The other claim, that God's suffering puts an end to all suffering, looks 
particularly hollow and does not alter anything. As José Saramago's novel, 
The Gospel According to Jesus Christ (to which I will return in the sec
ond part of the paper) puts it, Jesus' sacrificial death was followed by 
'an endless tale of iron and blood, of fire and ashes, an infinite sea of 
sorrow and tears'.23 

Liberation in Literature 

While weather experts were trying to find out why their communication 
systems were too slow to alert the victims, oceanographers were contem
plating how to avoid a disaster next time around, ecologists were studying 
the effect on the environment, and medical personnel were trying to 
alleviate the suffering, theologians and biblical interpreters were looking 
back to ancient narratives and seeking textual assurances in them. 

When humanity is hit by major calamities, the natural tendency of 
interpreters is to turn to ancient texts for understanding and to God for 
comfort. There are a number of passages that one can cite to say that 
God has not abandoned people and that people should take courage 
and face the situation bravely (Pss. 145-6). We can allegorize awkward 
passages or cite the example of the Son of Man as the supreme case of 
corporate suffering. That would mean misusing the past and, in many 
cases, merely repeating textual clichés. Religion seems to be the only 

23) José Saramago, The Gospel According to Jesus Christ (trans. Giovanni Pontiero; Lon
don: Harvill, 1993), p. 291. 
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area of knowledge in which it is still acceptable to turn to ancient texts 
to look for answers to modern problems. As a culture we have become 
grave-robbers, raiding the past for ethical meanings—guides to good and 
evil—as if the present were not able to supply us with meanings. 

The way to understand and improve our present is not to take sanc
tuary in the ancient texts as if they referred to us, but to explore and 
liberate them. A possible complementary site to look at is creative lit
erature, which has an engaging way of re-telling ancient sacred stories 
and myths, not only to meet contemporary demands but also to save 
the stories and myths from extinction and irrelevance. Although often 
mistrustful of each other, theology and literature have enjoyed a bond 
which can be fruitful and profound. Just as some of the biblical writ
ings have explained theological truths through narratives, now it is the 
turn of the novelists to use narratives to explicate weighty theological 
issues. Indeed, in postmodern times, novels have become a substitute for 
sacred texts. Recently, a J.K. Rowling fan from Delhi claimed that she 
read the Harry Potter novels like a Bible'. In a documentary recalling 
the school siege at Beslan, Southern Russia, one of the children taken 
hostage, Carat, did not expect a divine figure to rescue the beleaguered 
children but a hero from contemporary literature: Ί was hoping that 
Harry Potter would come. I was thinking he had a cloak that made him 
invisible, and he would come and wrap me in it, and we'd be invisible 
and we'd escape'.24 In times like ours, when people are in distress they 
do not necessarily look for celestial figures but for heroes of novels to 
get them out of difficulty. Novels do not have a more privileged access 
than religion or science to explain human tragedy, but they can help to 
clarify and illuminate it. 

Two novels which I have come across can help us to make sense of 
natural disasters and the enigma of God. Neither of these novels was 
written with reference to the present dilemma, but the allusions they 
make to natural disasters and the enigma of God resonate with our 
current struggle. One is The Gospel of Lucas Gavillan, written by the 
Mexican proponent of liberation theology, Vincente Leñero, and the 
other is The Gospel According to Jesus Christ, by the Portuguese Nobel 
prize winning and Marxist-leaning author, José Saramago. Both follow 

Children of Beslan, BBC2 programme, televised on 30 August 2005. 
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closely the gospel narrative of Jesus, Luke's gospel in the case of Le
ñero, and at the same time they deviate from it and add characters and 
introduce events which resonate with Latin American and European 
experience. Both authors see the novel as a convenient medium to offer 
a critique of the institutionalized church and the dominant theological 
orthodoxy. Both novels fall within the category of 're-written gospels' 
whereby the sanctified veracity and the sheltered distinctiveness of the 
original is tampered with and the canonical gospels are injected with a 
new lease of life which is not identical to the original. The canonical 
narratives go through a renovation and the accepted roles of characters 
are reversed. For instance, in Saramago's case, God is demonized and 
the Devil is humanized. Both these novels deserve a close reading and 
greater exposure. 

Leñeros novel deals with natural disaster in a human way. Leñeros 
version of the calming of the storm (Luke 8:22-25) is altered radically in 
two ways. First, the supernatural elements in the narrative are written out 
and no possible abnormal, dark explanations are attached to the storm. 
Second, the situation is brought under control through people taking 
charge of the situation rather than through seeking supernatural help. 
No solution is sought in prayer, no divine help solicited. The disciples 
are seen as a bunch of bumbling fools who cannot manipulate the rud
der rather than as people whose faith is deficient. It is Jesucristo Gomez 
(Leñeros Jesus) who adjusts the boat to the wind. Luke's rebuking of 
the wind and the sea are edited out. Neither is seen as a demon to be 
conquered. The disaster is averted by steadying the ship and bringing 
it in line with the wind. Unlike in Luke's version, the disciples in their 
amazement do not ask the question, 'Who then is this, that he com
mands even the winds and the water, and they obey him?' When the 
disciples try to imply that it was a miracle which saved them, Jesucrito 
Gomez has a 'reproachful' look on his face and tells them: 'You're a 
bunch of worthless cowards'.25 Vincente Leñeros novel offers a timeless 
and universal message : even when your world seems to be falling apart, 
individual actions can produce small miracles. 

25) Vincente Leñero, The Gospel of Lucas Gavilán (trans. Robert Mowry; Lanham, MD: 
University Press of America, 1991), p. 86. 
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José Saramago's novel, The Gospel According to Jesus Christ, appears at 
first to be a re-telling of Christ's life but it turns out to be the author's 
vision of God and the symbiotic relationship between God and the devil, 
and of Jesus caught between the two. The novel deals with the ques
tion of who God is and why he allows misery, suffering and evil. In the 
narrative world of Saramago, God emerges as a dubious figure bent on 
having absolute power even at the expense of causing endless suffering to 
people. Not satisfied with being the God of the Jews, 'a tiny population 
which occupies a minute part of this world'26 for four thousand and 
four years, now God wants to become 'god of more people'.27 Jesus, on 
the other hand, comes across as an attractively human figure who admits 
that 'I'm not even convinced I am the son of God'.28 To his surprise, 
Jesus discovers that he is much more than the promised Messiah and 
that his sacrificial death has a sinister agenda to accomplish, namely, to 
enable God to use his death to become the God of all people and erase 
all other religions and create a super religion. When the hour comes, 
what Saramago's Jesus does is to die as the king of the Jews, thus thwart
ing God's grandiose plan to become the God of all peoples of the world 
and thus also avoiding the ghasdy suffering and misery such an ambition 
was going to cause. 

For our purpose what is interesting about this second novel is that it 
addresses the issue we are currently faced with—the mystery of a God 
who allows suffering, the obscure ways with which God treats people and 
creation. God in the novel turns out to be a detached and unpleasant 
character whose moral stature does not accord with his omnipotency. 
The high points of the novel are the lengthy and often serious, sometimes 
superficial, conversations that take place between God, Satan and Jesus. 
It is in these conversations that the darker side of God becomes clear. 
The novel lists in alphabetical order and running to roughly three pages, 
the names of people who will have to be killed for God to become a 
greater God. The narrative mentions the martyrs, the Crusades and the 
Inquisition, and the amount of blood that has to be shed for the sole 
purpose of enabling God's power to spread to the ends of the earth'.29 

26) Saramago, The Gospel According to Jesus, p. 282. 
27) Saramago, The Gospel According to Jesus, p. 282. 
28) Saramago, The Gospel According to Jesus, p. 272. 
29) Saramago, The Gospel According to Jesus, p. 299. 
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As the narrative puts it: 'Thousands will die, Hundreds of thousands, Hun
dreds of thousands of men and women will die on earth; there will be 
much sighing and weeping and cries of anguish, the smoke from charred 
corpses will blot out the sun, human flesh will sizzle over live coals, the 
stench will be nauseating, and all this will be my fault'.30 This prompts 
Satan to say that 'one has to be God to enjoy so much blood'.31 Hor
rified by the suffering to be caused by God's plan, Satan tries to make a 
deal, promising not to rebel and to obey God, and in exchange pleads 
for pardon so that evil will 'cease at once, your son will not have to 
die, and your kingdom will extend beyond the land of the Hebrews to 
embrace the entire world, whether known or yet to be discovered, good 
will prevail everywhere'.32 But God rejects the proposal and refuses to 
pardon the Devil and gives the game away when he says 'the Good I 
represent cannot exist without the Evil you represent, it is inconceivable 
that any Good might exist without you, so much so it defies imagina
tion, and in short, if you were to come to an end, so would I, for Me to 
be Goodness, it is essential that you should continue to be Evil, unless 
the Devil lives like the Devil, God cannot live like God, the death of 
the one would mean the death of the other.'33 

There are four things which become clear in the conversation that goes 
on between God, Satan and Jesus. First, Saramago's God comes across as 
an incredible manipulator rather than as a lovable figure. This is a god 
who, as the angel puts it to Mary, says 'no' more easily than 'yes'. Second, 
the critical question, why does God collude with the Devil and cause 
such misery and abuse his own son, remains unanswered. Neither Jesus 
nor his disciples can resolve it. Third is the mutual dependency of God 
and the Devil and the difficulty in distinguishing between the work of 
God and the work of the Devil. Fourth, God is unable to understand 
and empathize with those who suffer as a result of his plans. It is God's 
lack of human experience and inability to understand terror and suffer
ing which makes Jesus end his life on the cross with the ironical words: 
'Men, forgive Him, for He knows not what He has done'.34 

30) Saramago, The Gospel According to Jesus, p. 298. 
31) Saramago, The Gospel According to Jesus, p. 298. 
32) Saramago, The Gospel According to Jesus, p. 299. 
33) Saramago, The Gospel According to Jesus, p. 300. 
34) Saramago, The Gospel According to Jesus, p. 341. 
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Let me end with two comments. Earlier I referred to God's testing 
people. In the biblical tradition there are also records of people checking 
up on God. In the wilderness, the Israelites test God, demanding food 
and water (Exodus 16-17, Ps. 78:8), and Gideon, hesitant about his 
mission, tests God twice (Judg. 6:33-40). Tsunamis, terrorists attacks, 
flu pandemics, constandy force us to rethink the perceptions in which 
we have framed God—faithfulness, compassion and omnipotence. 

Secondly, the hermeneutical enterprise seems to be an easier exercise 
in calmer and more comfortable times. When, however, a tsunami or 
a hurricane destroys life, when people are distressed and prayers go un
answered, it is harder to explain these indiscriminate acts in theological 
terms. What the tsunami has done is to invert the roles of God and hu
man beings. It has made God a human being, and human beings, through 
their acts of solidarity and generosity, gods. These are uneasy days. When 
there are tsunamis, hurricanes, famines and terror attacks, it is not easy 
to be human beings. Our idea of God is largely determined by and a 
reflection of how we perceive ourselves. What is becoming increasingly 
clear is that it is impossible to have a tidy image of God. As the God in 
Jerry Springer: The Opera puts it, 'It's hard being me'. 
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