
Tragedy: An Interfaith Grand River discussion
Times of tragedy, whether personal or social, are among the times when people are most likely to turn to their religious or spiritual traditions. But what is tragedy? What challenges does it present to us? Can it ever have a positive side? These were some of the questions that Interfaith Grand River engaged at its May 2011 meeting.

A number of definitions of tragedy were cited: the classical Greek definition as unfulfilled potential; the Daoist definition of tragedy as a manifestation of the dao, the great tide of time and circumstance; a Buddhist conception of tragedy as a manifestation of ignorance; and a conception in a number of traditions of tragedy as bound up with human suffering. For a Baha’i participant, “the worst tragedy is war,” which killed 200 million people in the twentieth century alone.
A Unitarian participant noted that “the tragedy is that it takes 200 million deaths to get our attention.” She suggested that “the challenge is to widen the circle of care,” a theme that was picked up by a number of other participants.”
A Mennonite participant lamented that “people don’t stay with tragedy.” A natural disaster such as a tsunami evokes an immediate response, but longer-term tragedies such as war, discrimination and poverty don’t register in the same way. For him, an appropriate theological response to tragedy is “a long-term walking with people.”
A Presbyterian participant cautioned against seeing ourselves as “people in white hats” saving the world from tragedy. He needs to recognize that “I’m wearing a grey hat,” he said. Similarly, a Swedenborgian participant said that, in the face of tragedy, “we try to find a new place of radical humility.”
For a Muslim participant, “tragedy is to be accepted as a test in life.” In her view, “it is important to go through a certain level of tragedy to develop empathy,” which echoed a Mennonite participant’s statement that tragedy calls forth “a response of compassion.” Another participant cited the Greek tragedian Aeschylus’s belief that “the gods decree that wisdom comes alone through suffering.”
Response to tragedy is a frequent theme in the Hebrew and Christian scriptures and a number of Jewish and Christian participants evoked these stories as a source of insight:
· Joseph, who explains to his brothers who sold him into slavery that “what you meant for evil, God meant for good”;

· King Saul, who through his clandestine visit to the Witch of Endor gains the strength to face his death in battle the next day;
· Isaiah, who describes himself as “a man of unclean lips in the midst of a people of unclean lips”;

· Jesus, who on the cross cries out, “My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?”

· Jesus again, after his resurrection, who appears to his disciples on the road to Emmaus and helps them realize that he needed to suffer and die.
