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 At this very moment new storm warnings are being issued on the Atlantic seaboard and 

the people are bracing themselves for the worst ‘blow’ in years. And this has been the case for 

the last month or so; many storms called by different names, plaguing the citizenry of our eastern 

coast. It seems that one of the most striking ways in which we are made aware of what goes on 

around us in the realm of nature is through such violence. We notice the sunshine and rain, snow 

and green grass, mountains and lakes, people and animals; but we accept them as matter-of-

factly as we do our food and clothes. Have you ever been awakened by mighty crashes of 

thunder and been awed by the flashes of lightning – and then seen things which you never 

noticed before? 

 Much more striking then, are such phenomena as earthquakes, volcanoes, tidal waves, 

and hurricanes. Most of us are very limited as far as our experience of these things go, but we 

have been fascinated by accounts of such catastrophes. These aberrations of nature have wreaked 

havoc in many parts of the world and have caused untold destruction. Quite recently we have 

read of earthquakes throughout the world and these seem to be simply forewarnings of a series 

which may break loose very soon. Less than two years ago many hurricanes struck our mid-

western states and they occurred with singular rapidity. You have all read about the Hurricane 

‘Edna’ which kept our eastern states on the alert just a few weeks ago and there seems to be a 

whole series building up there. It seems that these destructive events occur in cycles. 

 Earthquakes occur most frequently in certain well-defined localities. The chief centers for 

their activity are in mountainous regions throughout the world. The chain of islands which 

extends from the tip of Alaska in the Aleutians, and throughout Japan to the southwestern tip of 

Australia, are affected most often. A second center of activity is the northern shore of the 

Mediterranean Sea. The third tumultuous spot is along the western range of mountains in the 

Americas. 

 It will be noted then, that earthquakes occur in mountainous areas or in localities where 

there is much rock. It has been discovered that at the site of frequent quakes, there is much 

displaced rock on a mammoth scale. These loose ‘globs’ of rock are separated from their more 

stable neighbors by crevices or faults. The faults may not be visible on the surface, but there is 

usually evidence of them when close observations are made. For instance, scientists tell us that 

they have observed a change in the surface on the ground on our western coast since the great 

earthquake in San Francisco in 1906. 

 A Japanese professor described some of the destruction which took place in Tokyo in 

1923 thus: The most unhappy catastrophe which happened during the great quake, took place on 

the army field in Hanjo. This is a piece of quite open ground which has an area of about 250 

acres. People assembled here from all quarters to save their lives and property. According to 

witnesses, the whole space was so thickly packed with people, that they found themselves unable 

to move. At four o’clock, fire approached from three sides and left the side towards the river 

open. Suffocating fumes and horrible fires threatened the unhappy people, sparks falling over 

them in showers. All at once the people heard some unearthly sound approaching them, the 

heavens darkened, and they were terror-stricken to find that a furious tornado was sweeping 

towards them, lifting or setting in flames everything before it. When it had passed over the 

ground, the charred remains of 35,00 human beings were left behind! 



  

 Inhabitants of Toyko believed that they were the only ones affected by this quake, and 

were surprised to learn that Yokahama and Yokasuka were damaged badly, too. The whole 

Tokyo Bay and Sagami Bay areas were not only victim to the quake, but also to 30-foot tidal 

waves which followed in the wake of the quake. In the entire area, there were about 100,000 

people killed, 50,000 missing, and 600,000 homes destroyed. The shock of this quake was felt all 

around the world and the aftershocks were still very strong as late as 1925. 

 A diagram would help to make plain the physical causes of earthquakes. In the case of 

the 1923 Japanese quake, we can learn that a rocking and settling of large ‘globs’ of rock, 

bordered by the Gomura and Yamada faults, was responsible for the quake. We could picture it 

very simply as a wooden toy block in an imaginary block house. Suppose that all the blocks are 

secure and that this one block of ours is loose. Now, if we would exert a little pressure on a 

corner of it, we would induce rocking and maybe some settling. It is conceivable that such a 

disturbance would also shake our whole block house to a degree. This is exactly what happens in 

most cases of earthquakes, although it is difficult to determine just what force tips off the motion 

at the outset. 

 Ancient peoples invented all sorts of weird stories which were supposed to explain 

earthquakes. The Algonquin Indians supposed that the earth was supported by a hog and that 

when the hog scratched itself, the earth quaked. Mongolians maintained that the supporter was a 

frog, and that when he moved one of his feet, an earthquake took place in the quadrant of the 

earth directly above the foot moved. Seneca and Thales maintained that the earth was a floating 

island and found support for their theory in the fact that water gushed from the ground during 

major earthquakes. Almost all of the nations had similar tales which amounted to folk lore and 

mythology. Aristotle collected many of these old theories and criticized them in order to form his 

own. He maintained that the earth was spherical and that gasses were imprisoned in the center. 

The force of these escaping gasses was enough to cause quakes, he said. He also linked all the 

abnormal forces of destruction together in a cause and effect chain. Much of this superstition still 

persists in the minds of many people today. It is not easy to determine all of the factors which 

enter into every earthquake and it is dangerous to over-simplify it or make broad generalizations 

about it. But especially, do not be prejudiced by ancient myths which were occasioned by 

superstition. We know that ultimately all these ‘natural’ things are from God, but we also know 

that God works through natural, ordained means. These we want to find. 

 Early on an April morning in 1906, San Francisco was shaken by a severe earthquake. A 

sharp tremor was followed by a jerky roll. The roar of the quake was mingled with that of man-

made structures; within a minute all was quiet and the disturbance ceased. A number of buildings 

were shaken into various stages of collapse. The new City Hall was virtually destroyed. Many 

frame buildings were wrenched and distorted, some by the slumping of the loose soil under their 

foundations, and some by the shock itself. Substantial buildings were practically unharmed. By 

the time that the people had gained the open air, puffs of smoke began mingling with the cloud 

of dust which was rising from the city. Before mid-afternoon, the people realized that the real 

destroyer, fire, was still to come. Water mains were disrupted so that the fire was uncontrollable. 

Sanitation became impossible in the confusion and disease developed soon. 

 However, the importance of this earthquake does not lie in the fact that there was much 

violent destruction because there has been much worse. Down the coast, the quake was much 

more severe, other quakes have caused worse fires, and much more loss of life has resulted on 



occasions. It is important because of the striking nature of clues to its cause which were left and 

also the scientific investigation and reports which were possible in this case. 

 Along about 1800, all was peaceful and at rest along the northern part of the San Andreas 

Rift, which is the name of the ‘glob’ of rock in California which moved and settled to cause the 

earthquake of 1906. But slowly, urged by internal forces which are constantly at work, the 

bordering land was shoved and twisted. By 1875, the region along the fault was considerably 

warped. The shoving and bending continued until, on the morning of April 18, 1906, the rocks 

were strained to the limit of their strength. At 5:12 a.m., they broke along a 200-mile section of 

the fault and snapped back into a nearly unstrained position. The resulting displacements were as 

great as 21 feet in places. The vibrations set up by the violent adjustment traveled outward in all 

directions. You know of the damage at San Francisco, and it was ten miles from the nearest part 

of the fault. The course of the shock traveled through and around the earth and gradually died 

out. Yet, it had enough energy to leave records on seismographs, which are instruments designed 

to record such disturbances, on the other side of the world. 

 Despite the ability of scientists to determine the cause and to know the ‘why’ of the 

effects of earthquakes, one warning is in order; never predict an earthquake. Japan had received 

some serious shocks before their great quake in 1922 and a noted professor concluded that the 

principal shock had taken place and announced that Tokyo should have no fears about a serious 

earthquake for a century or more. Less than five months later, the crust under Sagami Bay 

snapped and caused much damage in Yokahama which was 50 miles away and almost as much 

damage to Tokyo which was 70 miles away. Curiously enough, parts of Tokyo were more 

seriously shaken than Yokahama or even certain places within ten miles of the center of the 

disturbance. 

 It seems that many of us have misconceptions of earthquakes. A few include such things 

as the earth yawning open, fire caused, great noises, and association of storms, hurricanes, etc. 

There has been no record of the earth actually opening up enough to bury animals, men and 

houses. This is simply a carry-over idea which was bred by an imaginative mind. Fire often 

follows an earthquake, but is not caused by it. However, a gas main may be broken, and fire 

result. Add to this that perhaps the water supply has been disrupted, and you have an ideal 

situation for a major conflagration. The noise of an earthquake is usually a muffled roar, but the 

crashing of buildings, etc., adds to it tremendously. There is no relationship between hurricanes, 

volcanoes, etc. They all simply follow their own cycle and occasionally occur in the same year or 

even the same month. However, tidal waves often follow an earthquake if on the seashore as was 

the case in Japan. 

 I think we all wonder why these catastrophes take place. We may use the answer of the 

scientist that they are the result of a build-up of natural energy which is released destructively. In 

the case of earthquakes, the rock can only take just a given amount of strain and then the 

pressure must be released. Now, we know that even these pressures and strains are not the initial 

causes, but that the Almighty causes these catastrophes to happen for His own good pleasure and 

for the realization of His counsel. However, we should not make the mistake of many religious 

mystics of the past and say that the Lord sends these things for the punishment of sin in a 

particular place. 

 However, we may take these signs as reminders of the fact that God works in mighty and 

mysterious ways. Violent weather reminds us that God is still near us, sends us all good things 

which we must be reminded of once in a while. Catastrophes further bespeak the end of all things 



in the judgment. Particularly earthquakes are a definite sign of the approaching end of the world. 

Most of all, try to see God in all these things as He is the all-powerful One. 
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