EARTHQUAKES LED 18" CENTURY THINKERS TO ASK
QUESTIONS THAT THE MODERN WORLD STILL SHIES
AWAY FROM

Martin Kettle

Lod and the Tsunami »

e modern epin faiters itsell that human beings gan nosw know
nnd shipe slmoes everything about the world. Butan event fike
e Indonestan sarthyuake esposes much of this [ir the hubris that it1s

fereaps we have miked soomach sboul our civilization's potentdal 10
Sewrey thz planet that we havie forgotien that the plmel oo hos an
e dbility 1o destroy civifieation. Whaever chse iU s achieved,
S Indinn Oveun unimi has ot Teast reminded mankind o s emdurng
valnerability in the Toee of mamire. The scale of suffenng that i bas
wrssbed shows thal we shore such dangers with our ancestors more
=8y thon mostol us reallzed.

A8 entirely understandable reaction tosuch am @venl is by el one's face

Eeainiad emy feree questions that i may raise, Bul the disasier provides

= wmsaught opponunity 1 considerthe lnsgest ofall human imphcadons
Cany mijur earheides: s challengze w religion.

& few days aller the %1 ) attacks on New York, | had dinner with the
ridion’s lote colwmnist Hugo Young. We were still 5o close La the
itsell that only one topie of conversation was possible. Al ans
s | ugked Hupw by his Cathalicizm allowed him o explain such o
smihle act. T alrsid that™s-an adsy ane he rephicd,

we mre all lallen beings, Hugo declared, amd oar Titein this weld isa

w2 of teurs: So seme humen beings will alwiys K one anather The
sk on Mew Yook should therelore be seennotas an act of {3nd, but
& am st af fallen humanity, Thin he paused, and added: *But | scmit ]
seve much more dafliculty with earthiuakes™

srhounkes ond the Belielin the judgment of god e, deed, very
Seed oo recpniile. |lmwever, nnrclizion (hal offers 2nexplanation ol the
worid can aveid making some Kind ofan attzmpt ta fit the s logether
S wn immense earthguake ke the one off Sumatra inevitably poses
st challense afresh, in dramatio erms,

e, only gni big gueston o aslt about-an avent of suech
St powier i the ane that hes taben places why did it huppen?

8wl previ s carhoiskes, sne explimation of this latest o= finses
2 = sharp inteleciual choive. Either there 12.an entrely nataral
SuriEmation for it or there is spma eaber Xind. Fyven the natural ond is
= me menirs ey Lo, but i s at least wholly coherent,

e b bk plct, sy This seismalopgisls, because a massive tetionde
smese on the el bed generated Uremors thitouah the ocean, These

umimaginable forces sent their energy coursing 2onoss thousands ofmiles
of water, tesulting in death and destruction fn g vastare fram Somilbi
lo Tndcnesia,

Dt what doworld-visws that do net allow scientists undisputed mathirity
biave to sov aboul such phenomema? Whare do the creationists stand,
for example? Such worid views are mare widespread, even fia, thand
seenlurized soclety such as ours sometimes prafors o think

Fur mest of human history people have tried to expluin corthiquike 15
aeky oF divine intervention and displeusing, Bven as the churches
cellapsed around them in 1733, Lisbon's prssly insisted onsalvaging
cruciizes and religious icons with which 1o wird oll the catestrophe
that woutd kil more (hen 50,000 of ther fellow oz,

Chhers. though, began to draw different conelusions, Voltatre asked whal
kind af God gould permit sucha thing to ocear. Dl Tishon really have
Smany moes vices 1han |ondan or Pans he ysked, (Hat it shioald be
aunished In such on appaliing bnd indiscriminae manmer? Imeinoed
Kant was 5o amieed by whil happened w Lisbon that be wrote (hree
separie teedlises-vn the probiem of canbgoakes.

Dur own spcety sezms to be more squismish about such things, The
need for mutual respect between peoples and traditions ol which Cluzen
Eliznbath spoke in her Chrisimes broadoast seems o reiquire thist we
sl all eespect reliplons fn egual measure oo,

Wil 1tds hard t think of any event in modern times thit requires a more
seriows explanation from the forces af celigion, Yolmee's T8 cenury
guesiion 1o Cheistans = why Lisbon? - onght togenerale a whale-seeizs
of 214 century cquivalents Torall the religions of the world.

Cettidnty the tsanam] genemied by the quake mace no sliempe 1o
dilferantiate harween the relizions of those whom i© made i viclims
Hindis wore swept aveay in ndin, Muslims wero carried ofFin Tndonesi,
Buddéhists in Thailand. isiting Christians and-Jews received no speclal
treatment either. THis poses no problen Joz the scientlfic belielsysiem,
Here, It savs. wis imimd ess nature] event.

From at least the time ol Anstotle, itelllgant people Rave strupoled 1o
nmaks some sense of carthguokes, Furthquakies dotnot merely hill and
destroy. They ehallenge human beings to ' explain the world order In
which sueh apparently indiscriminate gols can ocoor Furope in the 189
centuty bad the imetectual curiosity and independence to ask and answer
sueh guestions, But can wesay Ue same of 2 1 century’ Eurcpe? Or are
we ton cowed now to cven ask 1T the Gaxl can 2xlst that can de such
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