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FOREWORD

The twentieth and twenty-first centuries have seen astounding
technological progress, but natural and man-made disasters still
continue to occur. Not only do disasters occur with each passing
day, the sphere of their influence has become much wider so that
effectively they touch the whole human race. The theme for this
issue of SHENSI/ SPIRIT is Disasters. We have invited writers
from different professions to provide us with faith reflection on
contemporary disasters.

Fr. Sean O Cearbhalldin begins his essay reflecting on the
natural disasters of the Thailand and Japan tsunamis to suggest that
we should not ask “Why?” in their regard since this is a question
human beings cannot ultimately answer, given that we do not and
cannot know the “mind of God”. We would do better simply to ask
whether such disasters are due to some human factor. This would
compel us to assume greater responsibility for the world. With
reference to disasters, the article draws upon the distinction between
“problem” and “mystery” to assert that a disaster is a “mystery”.
There are both manmade and natural disasters. The suffering caused
by manmade disasters is much greater by far than that caused by
natural disasters. The mystery of disasters demands that we pray,
repent, reform ourselves, believing that “by turning everything to
their good God cooperates with all those who love him”. [Romans
8:38].

Ms. Purple So reflects on the disasters mentioned in the book
of the prophet Joel.

The prophet asserts that Judah must face plagues of locusts,
drought, fire, and calls upon the priests and the people to repent and
lament in the hope that the Lord God will have a change of heart and
mind and rescind the disasters. Whatever these disasters signify, the
prophet sees them as constituting signs of the coming of “the Day of
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the Lord” and clearly indicating that God is the Lord of history.
Disasters are the evil consequences of Israel’s contravention of the
commandments of God. God punishes them with disasters in order
to draw them to repentance, when he can take them back to himself,

Fr. Marciano Baptista suggests that it is only those who have
had an experience of suffering who are entitled to discuss it.
Suffering has its roots deep within human nature. Not a few of the
Psalm reflect the author’s experience of suffering. In the midst of
their suffering they maintain a great hope and confidence in God
and place God at the centre of their desire. If we wish truly to
understand the mystery of suffering, we must turn to the New
Testament. According to the New Testament, God “gave” his only
Son, and this already includes that the Son will be rejected, will
suffer and die. The mystery of suffering has been overcome by
God’s infinite love. On account of this love, Paul is happy in his
sufferings for the sake of the Church. It is evident that only someone
with a deep spirituality who can understand the meaning of
suffering.

Dr. Peter Au Yeung’s article deals with the twentieth century
proliferation of infectious disease to see the enlightenment and the
response of the Church which such medical disasters have provoked.
Examples which the author chooses are: the 1952 world-wide
epidemic of infantile poliomyelitis; the respiratory diseases which
occurred before the millennium, including the 1997 influenza and
the 2003 SARS epidemic, the flu pandemic of 2009, and finally
AIDS. The author points out that these medical disasters have
resulted in a highly technological medical revolution but at the same
time have engendered new ethical problems. Technological
advances have made man arrogant, presuming to conquer fate even
to the extent of rewriting the natural law, the prevalence of
prevention, the establishment of auxiliary medical services. The
author concludes by suggesting that we have to recognize the limits
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of medical technology and turn towards the practice of traditional
wisdom [including religion].

Mr. Kwan Kwok-yan suggests that a natural disaster like the
tsunami is hard to predict and avoid. The financial tsunami,
however, is a manmade disaster. This disaster comes from the
financial world and the boundless greed of society. Governments
should have learned to regulate the markets: it should not have been
that sheer arbitrariness was tolerated in the name of freedom. Now,
however, that the disaster has occurred, there are demands for
Governments to use public resources to save the markets. From a
faith perspective the author suggests that it is not the markets which
need saving, but greedy people need to be saved from the effects of
structural evil. At the same time there is a need for a spirit of charity
and forgiveness, to help the poor and poor countries deal with
poverty and recover from the financial tsunami.

The film 2012 turned the attention of the world to great
disasters with the suggestion of the end of the world and the human
race. Throughout history, fear of and predictions about the Last Day
have continued unabated. Even in the time of the New Testament,
certain Christians, because of the second coming of Jesus, refused to
work. Attention is paid to the question of the Last Day because of
the consciousness that society is at risk. People wish to know exact
date and details. On the one hand, they wish to reduce damage to a
minimum. On the other hand, there is the desire, before that day, to
enjoy all that one possesses. The Christian understanding of the
End-time is quite different from the general understanding of the
Last Day. Survivors from the great disaster of the Last Day will only
live in the remnants of a world. However, the End-time is God’s gift
to mankind of “A New Heaven and a New Earth”. The great disaster
will not be the end of all but will be the beginning of a new life.
What this belief brings the believer is consolation and hope.
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We are grateful for the long-standing generous collaboration of
Fr Gregory Koay S.J., who provided translations for this issue of
SHENSI / SPIRIT.
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