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Introductory Remarks
- A perennial question faced by every pastoral minister:


- How do we make sense of human suffering?


- How do we preserve hope in the midst of human suffering?


- Is there a distinctively Christian stance toward the reality of suffering?


- How do we tell the story of Calvary?

- The Pastoral Context


- The challenge of “God-talk” with people who are suffering


- Our own personal “theologies” of God and suffering

- The Spiritual Context


- Grappling with suffering in personal prayer

- The Theological Context


- “Theology After Auschwitz” - - the Shoah as a watershed event


 - Theological reexamination of the Judao-Christian tradition

Remarks About Suffering in the Scriptures
See Daniel Harrington, Why Do We Suffer? A Scriptural Approach to the Human Condition. Franklin, WI: Sheed & Ward, 2000.

Themes in the Hebrew Scriptures (Old Testament):  

(1) The Law of Retribution – some of the Wisdom Books; the Deuteronomistic history   

(2) The Psalms of Lament – “Their presence in the Jewish and Christian religious traditions means that the alienation and isolation that so many sufferers experience can be overcome.” (11)
(3) The Book of Job – a biblical challenge to the law of retribution

(4) Suffering and Sacrifice – the Servant Songs of Second Isaiah – searching for positive meaning in suffering – “Whereas the Book of Job deals with the apparent meaninglessness of Job’s suffering, the servant passages imbue with meaning not only the sufferings of the servant but also the sufferings of Israel in exile. The servant’s sufferings have made reparation for the people’s sins and have made possible what seems to be a new exodus and a new creation for God’s people.” (Harrington, 61)
(5) Apocalyptic Literature (e.g., the Book of Daniel) – God is the only real source of security – a theology of hope
The New Testament:


(1) Jesus’ Proclamation of the Reign of God – the sovereignty of God’s love (Walter Kasper) – proclaiming and making present the God of life

(2) Jesus’ death and resurrection – “The paschal mystery situates the sufferings of believers in the privileged context of Jesus’ death and resurrection.” (Harrington, 119)


(3) Suffering for the Gospel  

The Witness of Elie Wiesel
- Author of Night and many other works

- The question of the why and how of praying in the midst of this ordeal – his reaction to the praying of the Kaddish for executed children: “For the first time I felt revolt rise up in me. Why should I bless his name? The eternal, Lord of the universe, the all-powerful and terrible, was silent. What had I to thank him for?”  (Night, 31) – 

- The theme of suffering as a test/trial – “How I sympathized with Job! I did not deny God’s existence, but I doubted God’s absolute justice.”  (42) –   On the eve of Rosh Hashanah: “What are you, my God? ... Compared to this afflicted crowd proclaiming to you their faith, their anger, their revolt? What does your greatness mean, Lord of the universe, in the face of all this weakness, this decomposition, this decay? Why do you still trouble their sick minds, their crippled bodies?” (63)

- The hanging of the young boy –   “Where is God?  Where is He?” – “and I heard a voice from within me answer him: ‘Where is He? Here He is–He is hanging there on the gallows’ ...” (61-62)

Jürgen Moltmann
- German Protestant theologian of the Reformed tradition (John Calvin)

- Served as a teenager in the German Air Force Auxiliary during World War II – survives RAF bombing of Hamburg in 1943 (see Moltmann, The Source of Life) – “That night I cried out to God for the first time, ‘Where are you?’ And the question, ‘Why am I not dead, too,?’ has haunted me ever since.” (The Source of Life, p. 2) 

– Sent to POW camps in Germany, Scotland and England (1945-48)–   reads the Bible, especially the psalms of lament and the Gospel passion narratives – “Then I came to the story of the passion, and when I read Jesus’ death cry, ‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me,’ I knew with certainty: this is someone who understands you. I began to understand the assailed Christ because I felt that he understood me: this was the divine brother in distress, who takes the prisoners with him on his way to resurrection. I began to summon up the courage to live again, seized by a great hope. This early fellowship with Jesus, the brother in suffering and the redeemer from guilt, has never left me since.” (The Source of Life, p. 5) – “Christ’s God-forsakenness showed me where God is, where he had been with me in my life, and where he would be in the future.”

- The Crucified God (1972) – attempt to dialogue with those who have difficulty with belief in God because of the reality of evil and innocent suffering in the world — stresses the need for Christians to re-think the classical notion of God – wants to build a concept of God based on dynamic relationality
- Moltmann adopts the maxim of the Lutheran pastor and martyr Dietrich Bonhoeffer: “Only a suffering God can help.” –  he tells the story of Calvary – the drama of Calvary was an event within God’s very Self – an intra-trinitarian event between Father, Son and Holy Spirit – the Father delivers over (paradidonai) the Son and suffers the grief of loss; the Son suffers his own abandonment and death – “When Jesus is forsaken by God on the cross, it means that he has been cast off by God.” (The Way of Jesus Christ) –  In this event there is a split (bifurcation) in God: “The bifurcation in God must contain the whole uproar of history within itself.” – but in this event the Spirit is poured forth, the Spirit of life

- Moltmann’s challenge to the classical notions of divine immutability and divine impassibility – “Were God incapable of suffering in any respect, and therefore in an absolute sense, then he would also be incapable of love.” (The Crucified God, p. 230) – love contains within itself the possibility of actively sharing in the suffering of others – --  Moltmann’s response to Wiesel’s comment about where God is to be found: “Any other answer would be blasphemy.  There cannot be any other Christian answer to the question of this torment. To speak here of a God who could not suffer would make God a demon. To speak here of an absolute God would make God an annihilating nothingness. To speak here of an indifferent God, would condemn men to indifference.” (The Crucified God, 274) – “Even Auschwitz is in God himself. Even Auschwitz is taken up into the grief of the Father, the surrender of the Son, and the power of the Spirit.” (Ibid., 278)

- We have to continue to live with the “why?” question – task of faith and theology is to make it possible for us to survive, to go on with this open question – “The more a person believes, the more deeply he experiences pain over the suffering in the world, and the more passionately he asks about God and the new creation.” (The Trinity and the Kingdom, 49)

Edward Schillebeeckx, OP
- Jesus: An Experiment in Christology (1974);   Christ: The Experience of Jesus as Lord (1977); Church: The Human Story of God (1990)

- There is such a thing as a “school of suffering” but in our history there is “barbarous excess” of suffering and evil – “Furthermore, this suffering is the alpha and omega of the whole history of mankind; it is the scarlet thread by which the historical fragment is recognizable as human history; history is an ‘ecumene of suffering.’” (Christ, 725)

- Contrast experiences “form a basic human experience which I regard as being a pre-religious experience and thus a basic experience accessible to all human beings, namely that of a ‘no’ to the world as it is ... What we experience as reality, what we see and hear of this reality daily through television and other mass media, is evidently not ‘in order’; there is something fundamentally wrong. This reality is full of contradictions. So the human experience of suffering and evil, of oppression and unhappiness, is the basis and source of a fundamental ‘no’ that men and women say to their actual situation of being-in-this-world. ... Nevertheless, a positive element in this fundamental experience is this human indignation, which cannot be made light of.   There are ethics here, and perhaps even more. ... The human inability to give into the situation offers an illuminating perspective. It discloses an openness to another situation which has the right to our affirmative ‘yes’.”  (Church: The Human Story of God, pp. 5-6)

- Influenced by Thomas Aquinas’ notion of God as “Pure Act”  –  translates it as “Pure Positivity” – God is purely the source and ground of life, of the good  –  This conception of God can be gleaned from Jesus’ “Abba experience” – the source and secret of Jesus’ being, message and manner of life – a God bent upon humanity – Jesus’ Abba experience was a contrast experience – “a uniqueness in unaffected simplicity” – 

an experience of God as a “power cherishing people and making them free”

- “God does not want mankind to suffer” (Christ, p. 724)

- Telling the story of Calvary – Schillebeeckx is critical of Moltmann’s account – the suffering and death of Jesus were the outcome of his earthly life – the intrinsic historical consequence of both his message and his lifestyle – should not ascribe to God (the Father) what was done to Jesus by human beings – we need to see the cross in all its stark negativity  - - the cross is “the index of the anti-divine in history” (“The ‘God of Jesus’ and the ‘Jesus of God’,” Concilium, vol. 93, p. 126) –  

“The death of Jesus is the historical expression of the unconditional nature of his proclamation and career, in the face of which the significance of the fatal consequences for his own life completely paled into insignificance. Jesus’ death was a suffering through and for others as the unconditional validity of a praxis of doing good and opposing evil and suffering.” (Church, 120)

“God who according to Leviticus, ‘abominates human sacrifices’ (Lev. 18:21-30; 20:1-5), did not put Jesus on the cross. Human beings did that. Although God always comes in power, divine power knows no use of force, not even against people who are crucifying his Christ. But the kingdom of God still comes, despite human misuse of power and human rejection of the kingdom of God.” (Church, 120-1)

“This psalm [Psalm 22] therefore expresses the believer’s conviction that in situations where God’s redemptive help and support cannot actually be experienced, in situations in which [men] no longer experience any glimmer of hope, in impossible situations, God nevertheless remains near at hand and that salvation consists in the fact that man still holds fast to God’s invisible hand in this dark night of faith.”  (Christ, 824-5)

“In the risen Jesus God shows himself to be the power of anti-evil, of unconditional goodness that in sovereign fashion refuses to recognize, and breaks, the overweening power of evil.” (Jesus, 641)

- Christians should not try to explain suffering – “Thus suffering and evil can provoke scandal; however, they are not a problem but an unfathomable, theoretically incomprehensible mystery.” (Christ, 725)

- Difficulty with the language of divine “permission” of suffering – though in creating and giving freedom, there is a certain divine yielding – God is busy about the work of overcoming evil and suffering, just as God was in raising Jesus from the dead

- God’s power – a power to respond – disagrees with Bonhoeffer’s talk about the “powerlessness” of God – though Schillebeeckx will speak about the “vulnerability” of God 

- Christians - people of memory and action/praxis – remember the story of human suffering – remember the story of Jesus – keep the “dangerous memory of the passion” (J.B. Metz) – memory leads to action – 

Elizabeth Johnson, CSJ
- Johnson’s study of language about God (analogy) – highlights the abiding incomprehensibility of God – We need to employ many names for God, including those drawn from the language and experience of women 

- God as Holy Wisdom (Sophia) – Jesus as Holy Wisdom (Sophia) incarnate

- The ministry of Jesus –   The earthly Jesus is “the prophet and child of Sophia sent to announce that God is the God of all-inclusive love who wills the wholeness and humanity of everyone, especially the poor and heavy-burdened. He is sent to gather all the outcast under the wings of their gracious Sophia-God and bring them shalom.”  (She Who Is: The Mystery of God in Feminist Theological Discourse, 157) – Jesus’ liberating relationships with women

- The death of Jesus as the outcome of his prophetic ministry – suspicious of “payment” language --  the suffering of Jesus is “linked to the ways of Sophia forging justice and peace in an antagonistic world.” (159)

- The power of God – manifest in the resurrection of Jesus – God’s “pure beneficent, people-loving Spirit seals him in new unimaginable life as pledge of a future for all the violated and the dead”   --  God’s power as power-with rather power-over – God’s power is “the liberating power of connectedness that is effective in compassionate love” (She Who Is, 270) –  in the actual order of creation, there are limits to God’s power, though the power of God to effect salvation will not be defeated in the end 
- Jesus’ ministry and death manifest the solidarity of God with the poor and oppressed - “the partisan friendship of Jesus-Sophia for the poor and marginalized” – the character of God as Liberator

- Johnson builds on Thomas’s notion of God as Pure Act – God as “the fire of sheer aliveness whose act of being overflows, bringing the universe into existence and empowering it to be” (238) – God is “sheer, exuberant, relational aliveness in the midst of the history of suffering, inexhaustible source of new being in situations of death and destruction, ground of hope for the whole created universe.” (243)

- Women’s experience prizes connectedness and mutuality as excellences – the importance of relationship – compassionate and challenging engagement is the very form in which God’s holiness makes itself known (Friends of God and Prophets)

- A God who suffers – mature love entails reciprocity – the free, active suffering of God – the compassion of God – four experiences of women which can be applied analogously to speak of God’s suffering: the pain of childbirth; the passion of women who fight injustice; the grief of those who lose loved ones; the degradation of those who suffer abuse 

- Belief in a God who can and does freely suffer with suffering people facilitates the praxis of hope

Concluding Reflections
- As believers we need to continue to reflect upon, deepen and refine our image of God and our talk about God –   “The Tradition that comes from the apostles makes progress in the Church, with the help of the Holy Spirit.” (Dei Verbum, n. 8)

- Gazing on the face of God through the lens of the life, death and resurrection of Jesus – the God whose character comes to be known as tenacious fidelity and enduring communion

- Reflection on the power and providence of God – God knocking at the door of human hearts but not breaking down the door - - God is ever-present and on the move to overcome evil and suffering – a liberating power that is effective in compassionate love 

- Affirming the transcendence of God while recognizing that God draws close to suffering – the significance of divine compassion in the deepest sense of that term

- G. Gutierrez on the necessity of two “languages” for God-talk in the face of innocent suffering –

(1) the language of prophecy: honest crying out to God in prayer; honest speaking out on behalf of justice;  —   (2) the language of contemplation: reverent stillness before the God who is gracious and ever-greater (see Gutierrez, On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the Innocent)

- Schilebeeckx on prayer in times of intense darkness and suffering: Prayer “shouldn’t continue with your saying: God must have an intention here, but rather with your saying: we are still in God’s hands, even in grim situations like this one. This terrible event isn’t the last word. And you have to say that with all the strength that is in your being.” (God is New Each Moment, 108)
For Personal Reflection and Discussion

- Do you resonate with the reflections of any of these theologians? Which ones, and why?

- Where do you discover the presence of God in the midst of suffering in your pastoral ministry?

- What have the people to whom you have ministered taught you about God and suffering?

- What advice would you give to a new pastoral care minister about relating to people who are suffering?
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