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The date? Monday, October 12th, 1654. The place? Delft in the Netherlands, a beautiful city 

ringed with canals. It had a population of about 25,000 and was the home to a flourishing 

artistic community, including Johannes Vermeer, whose family owned a pub near the main 

square.  

A man called Cornelis Soetens had been given the simple administrative task of collecting 

two pounds of gunpowder from the City’s arsenal to check its integrity. The arsenal was 

situated in the crypt of a tower half buried in the garden of a former nunnery and contained 

ninety thousand pounds of gunpowder. 

No-one knows the cause of what happened next. But there was a massive explosion which 

destroyed many of the houses in the city and was heard over sixty miles away. Hundreds 

were killed and injured; one third of the city was destroyed. It was a devastating event 

which became known as the Delft Thunderclap. 

Inevitably, some people began speculating about the meaning of the terrible explosion. One 

of the local poets ascribed it simply to Chaos. A Calvinist minister called Petrus de Witte said 

that it was a manifestation of God’s wrath caused by the Protestants being too tolerant of 

their Catholic neighbours. A local Jesuit priest retorted and said that because many Catholic 

homes had not been destroyed by the blast it meant that God was looking after his own. 

So, a terrible event …about which theologians of the time declared their findings. 

It was the same fifty-two years earlier in London, where Bishop Lancelot Andrewes 

preached in Chiswick during an outbreak of The Plague.  

 He tried to make theological sense of it by taking as his text: Psalm 106, verses 29-30: Then 

they provoked God to anger with their inventions. And the Plague broke in upon them. Then 

stood up Phineas and prayed and so the Plague was stayed.        

It is a beautifully crafted 17th century sermon which Lancelot Andrewes concluded by 

declaring: ‘The Plague comes not by chance but hath a cause. 2. That cause is not altogether 

natural and pertains to physic but hath something supernatural and pertains to divinity. 3. 

That supernatural cause is the wrath of God…which is provoked by our sins… 

Well. I have not done justice to Lancelot Andrewe’s thinking but I have quoted some of what 

he said word for word. 

Now let us come bang up to date. I am not aware of many sermons trying to make 

theological sense of the outbreak of Covid 19. But, with considerable hesitancy, I’m going to 

have a shot. 



I offer you some 21st century theological thoughts about the current pandemic…. 

1.If there is no God… what is happening is just one of those things. It’s the way the world is. 

And if there is no God then it’s pointless and meaningless to blame him for what is 

happening. 

2. There is a God, but he remains indifferent to the plight of humanity. That’s a possible 

answer… we are, if you like, just God’s playthings. But a God like that is amoral and in my 

book is not one who is worthy of worship, nor is he worthy of the name ‘God’. Surely there 

has to be a profound and necessary relationship between morality and God? 

3. There is a God who is deeply and necessarily moral, but God works with and through the 

laws of the Created order. If he sets those laws aside each time those laws take an unhappy 

form, the net result would be chaos. Nothing would be consistent. Nothing would be 

certain. 

4. There is a God but the pandemic is a punishment for the world’s sins. This was the line 

taken by the Calvinist minister in Delft and by Lancelot Andrewes in Chiswick. Well, 

perhaps…but whilst this argument has a long history, the problem with it is that divine 

retribution seems so indifferent and haphazard. Why would God, as it were, kill innocent 

children and leave wicked adults untouched…I don’t think that the argument is morally 

acceptable.   

 It was a problem which Jesus himself tackled when he was asked, in Luke 13, about a tower 

that had collapsed killing several people. You will recall his answer: “Or those eighteen who 

died when the tower in Siloam fell on them—do you think they were more guilty than all the 

others living in Jerusalem? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish.” He 

did not regard the deaths of those people as resulting from individual sin. It was a chance 

event. Nevertheless, he called for a recognition of sin and for repentance from everyone. 

So, even if we reject the punishment argument, I am not convinced that we can entirely 

leave human sin and wickedness out of the picture. 

Let us suppose for a moment that the hypothesis about the virus being either a deliberate 

or an accidental leak from a scientific lab in Wuhan is not proven. And let us suppose the 

transmission route from animals in a wet market to humans was a real possibility. Here’s 

where human sin enters the picture. Were those animals being treated with care? Were the 

purveyors of the meat products so poor that it was their only means of livelihood? Was 

there, in short, both systemic sin as well as individual sin involved…as there is in every 

human society, in every country of the world? 

5. Here comes my fifth argument: there is a God but he works to relieve suffering not by 

preventing it but by enabling human beings to come to each other’s rescue and to learn and 

practice profound compassion. I find that idea more acceptable, because it at least implies a 



God who has some moral depth and, it seems to me, it chimes in more closely with God in 

Jesus being a Wounded Healer. Having made us, fragile tho’ we are, he enters our human 

condition to redeem it from the inside. ‘he was wounded for our transgressions… and with 

his stripes we are healed’. In this pandemic he is within and alongside us, sharing our 

suffering and helping us to bear it. 

6. Of course, what I have failed to mention is the possibility of an Evil force at work in our 

world…one which delights in spreading chaos and destruction…but if such a Force exists, it 

can only exist if God allows it to exist…and for what purpose? Are we really just the 

playthings of two gigantic, universal forces which are playing out their own battles using us 

as pawns in a cosmic game? 

No doubt there are other arguments…and what are my conclusions? The nearest thing to a 

conclusion I can reach is to say that God in Christ is within us helping us to bear the pain and 

inspiring us to new breakthroughs…but I recognise that that, whilst emotionally and 

spiritually satisfying, does not answer all the questions. 

So, perhaps the result of all my theological speculation is a need to acknowledge and 

recognise the puniness of my own human intellectual limitations. I am left in a state of 

profound uncertainty. I simply cannot find the answers that completely satisfy…I am left 

believing in God, and continuing to call out across the abyss of eternity seeking answers… 

and maybe that state of Christian agnosticism filled with faith is one which will have to 

satisfy me for the moment… It is one which many of us probably share, and that in itself is a 

comfort. And the important thing is that it leaves room for faith…for perhaps ‘faith’ is a form 

of knowing… 
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