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A Necessary Prelude
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			She didn’t just tell me. I was at home with the kids, and she was at the grocery store. The kids played; I messed about the house, picking things up and preparing for dinner. But then, out of nowhere, I was struck with a deep panic. Something was wrong. Suddenly I felt that Tabitha had been gone a bit too long, and I was overcome with strange fears. We had been seeing doctors and going through exams, but, for whatever reason, in that moment these were not the things that came to mind. I tried calling her phone; no answer. I texted. Nothing. Called again—nothing. My initial fears grew exponentially, and without explanation I told my three-year-old daughter and five-year-old son, “Get in the car, hurry.”

			We started to rush down Lookout Mountain—I knew I would find her car wrecked and thrown from the road and her life in great jeopardy. As I sped down, I held my breath at every bend waiting to see the ambulances, to hear the sirens, and to smell the smoke. But then, halfway down the mountain I saw her driving up in our other car. She gently waved and pointed back up. A deep relief swept over my body. She was okay. No accident. As soon as I could, I turned our car around and headed home.

			After the fear that had gripped me I was surprised and relieved to find her calm. We ate a nice little meal, and then she sent the kids off to play in a different part of the house. Sitting me down, she waited till then to tell me the news. She had received the call, and the doctor confirmed she had cancer. While she had been sitting alone in the parking lot of the grocery store with the doctor’s voice in her ear, it had started to lightly rain, as if the gentle tears of God were falling upon her.

			She had waited, learning long ago a truth she has often repeated to me—“It is always better to tell someone hard things after they have eaten.” Well, she had held it together and cared for the family, but now it was time to face reality. Our lives were forever changed. Cancer had infiltrated our family and stricken my wife. There we sat with no answers, not even much energy for questions, just the first waves of grief at what all this would mean. Something terrible had happened on June 9, 2008. It wasn’t a car accident, but it did feel like a massive pile of wreckage was threatening to crush us under its weight.

			After cancer was detected, I watched my wife courageously and gracefully go through the diagnosis, the surgeries, and the treatments that followed; she would add that she did it imperfectly. Even as I watched her, I was unprepared for the weight of that watching, for the weight of walking beside a suffering one.

			Eventually she was declared cancer free. That does not mean scar free or unchanged, but we were thankful. She returned to more normal patterns, actively centering our family, ably engaging in her role at an international humanitarian organization, even enjoying running and hiking with the kids again. We had gotten through the hard thing, and God had preserved us. So much to be thankful for, even amid the challenges.

			But then in May 2010 Tabitha called me from the side of the road. She had just been meeting with some pastors about the possibility of planting churches in Haiti. (This was after the devastating earthquake of January 2010.) With uncertainty in her voice she explained, “I’m not sure I can drive home. I don’t know what’s happening, but there are shooting pains up my legs when I press the clutch or brake.” New fears and no good answers. A brain tumor? Multiple sclerosis? What was happening to her body now?

			It took us over six years, but we finally got a diagnosis from Mayo Clinic. Tabitha has connective tissue disease, a condition in her experience characterized by debilitating pain in all four limbs, and in her hands and feet. It has not eased through the years; it is slowly moving further up her limbs and remains a daily, even hourly, presence in her and our lives. Somewhere along the way, she also developed a rare disorder called erythromelalgia, or “man on fire” syndrome. Mayo Clinic confirmed this diagnosis as well and the doctor visits and treatment trials continue.

			Most people who see her would not guess that this most active and able woman has at times been bedridden or at least severely restricted by her pain and ever-present fatigue. She doesn’t like to draw attention to it, which we wrestled through as we debated if we should do this book. Her pain has meant significant changes to all areas of life, from family to church, from work to leisure. If people ask her what has been harder, cancer or dealing with chronic pain, she would certainly say that, in her case, it is the chronic pain. Night or day, there is no getting away from it, like an unwelcome companion who simply will not leave. Always there, always nagging. Always!

			Professionally, I am trained as a theologian. I work at a liberal arts college beautifully tucked away on Lookout Mountain, Georgia, overlooking Chattanooga, Tennessee. Although I have a PhD, I find that I rarely know what I think—really think—about something until I have had to write about it. Only as I meditate on Scripture, listen to others, read the reflections of those from centuries past, raise questions, grapple with implications of what I believe, and anticipate objections—not only from others but from my own heart—only then, as I start to put words on the page, do I begin to gain a sense for what I think, even how I feel about something. This may sound strange to others, but it is commonly my experience.

			Therefore, after a few years, and under the encouragement of others—including my wife—I have aimed to wrestle through some of these questions in a more public manner. This has greatly helped me, and our prayer is that it may prove useful to others in some small way. But the truth is, writing like this is not easily accomplished without violating certain sacred spaces for my family. So, while we have been persuaded that allowing readers to know a certain amount of our personal struggle might prove helpful, this book will not be an autobiography, though we must confess from the start it is deeply personal. How can we think and wrestle through these challenges in any other way? It is necessarily personal.

			Through these years we have wrestled in various ways with suffering, grief, and loss. We’ve had to ask hard questions about God, his will, ourselves, and relationships. We have wrestled with issues of identity and purpose. These have not been easy years, and there are no simple answers. But this journey has been our story; our existence lived with and before God.

			I begin with this brief snapshot of our lives not because I aim to write a story about us but to admit up front that this subject of suffering is not hypothetical for our family. Nor do I imagine that it is hypothetical for you. Consequently, the reflections that follow do, in some way, reflect our own family’s wrestling through the ravages and emotional toll of physical suffering. However, besides this personal introduction to the book, you will not find lots of narratives about my own family, although stories of others who entrusted their experiences to me are spread throughout the book. It should be clear as you read, that this book is not written in a detached manner, because it is inevitably personal to my family and me. Yet let me be clear: my purpose here is neither autobiographical nor simply to tell powerful stories about individuals who struggle: this book is a theological and pastoral meditation. We will be exploring truths about God and ourselves. We will have to do some hard thinking that might stretch us, but I believe the payoff is well worth it: all our reflections on God inevitably come with pastoral and very personal implications. Thank you for entering in with me.
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Hard Thoughts About God




			Not that I am (I think) in much danger of ceasing to believe in God. The real danger is of coming to believe such dreadful things about Him. The conclusion I dread is not “So there’s no God after all,” but “So this is what God’s really like. Deceive yourself no longer.”

			C. S. Lewis, A Grief Observed

			The LORD is near to the brokenhearted and saves the crushed in spirit.

			Psalm 34:18

			As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride,so shall your God rejoice over you.

			Isaiah 62:5

			[image: ]

			This book will make no attempt to defend God. I will not try to justify God or explain away the physical suffering in this world. Instead, I wrestle with nagging questions about our lives, our purpose, and our struggles. How should we live in the midst of this pain-soaked world? How do we relate to the God whose world this is?

			If you are looking for a book that boasts triumphantly of conquest over a great enemy or gives a detached philosophical analysis that neatly solves an absorbing problem, this isn’t it. Instead, this book aims to invite you into a larger conversation, a conversation greater than my family, and a struggle bigger than your pain and doubt. For while our pain, or the suffering of those we love, may cause us to feel isolated, these challenges remind us that we are actually part of the much larger stream of humanity. A stream that is all too familiar with physical pain.

			Admitting the Complexity of Pain

			As a result of wrestling with her own suffering, or “affliction” as she called it, philosopher and political activist Simone Weil wrote that such experiences have three dimensions that cannot be forgotten: physical, psychological, and social.1 She emphasizes the importance of solidarity, the danger of isolation, and the crippling effects of despair that threaten those in pain. Her instinct to approach suffering in a way that attempts to weave together these various dimensions of our lives appears correct to me.2

			Physical suffering often affects how we relate to God and others. For example, when a person’s body is completely worn out from physical pain, he or she can perceive God as cruel. Talk of God’s kindness can ring hollow, or worse, it can sound like a nauseating joke. The condition of our bodies does influence how we understand God and his ways. If bright lights or loud noises trigger chronic migraines for some people, wouldn’t they hesitate to join worship services that use those features? Avoiding bright lights and pulsating music may not testify to their lack of spirituality but to their survival instincts. A thundering organ may cultivate reverence for some, but it might foster painful physical reactions for others. Pain in our body often influences how we relate to others. While avoiding certain worship services because of physical reactions may appear irreligious to people who enjoy those services, this impression fails to understand the challenges of unrelenting discomfort.

			One man who suffers chronic pain explained his common struggle on Sunday mornings at church: “I feel guilty for having to sit during ‘praise’ time. I know how it can look. I don’t have any visible physical ‘condition.’ So, in addition to the physical pain that I am having to endure while trying to worship God, I am often wrestling with my own desire to not appear ‘irreligious.’” What some may imagine as signs of cool aloofness may in fact be acts of self-preservation and cries of despair. But we must, as Simone Weil urges us, remember how the social, psychological, and physical are woven together, mindful of how these circumstances also inform our relationship to God. These kinds of difficulties can roll over us like waves of the sea, creating particular and often awkward challenges for the believer and the church.

			Limits are part of the everyday life of those with chronic pain. Sufferers may have to choose between a friend’s engagement party and grocery shopping because they don’t have the stamina to do both.3 This doesn’t make them antisocial. It doesn’t mean they are unloving. Their physical suffering places stringent limits on them every day. Limits that isolate and exhaust.

			As we examine our suffering, we must do our best to maintain a holistic perspective. We must not pit the body against the spirit, the mind against the heart, the individual against the community. For our struggle is not ultimately with a single side of suffering but with how it affects us in our totality: from our relationships to our faith, from our bodies to our hope, from our mourning to our love. Central to the complexity of our pain is how it can affect our view of God.

			Tempted to Think Ill of God

			Christians, perhaps even more than those without faith in a personal and loving God, can feel not just alone but abandoned during times of difficulty. It is one thing for sufferers to cry out to the great Unknown, echoing the unsettling words of Stephen Crane:

			A man said to the universe:

			“Sir, I exist!”

			“However,” replied the universe,

			“The fact has not created in me

			A sense of obligation.”4

			Yet for the saint who confesses the personal God of Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and Mary, such moments of despair can bring the fear of divine indifference, rejection, or judgment.

			One of the most powerful temptations Christians face as they go through suffering is, to borrow a phrase from John Owen, to have “hard thoughts” about God.5 By “hard thoughts” this Puritan theologian does not have in mind our honest questions that naturally arise amid struggles. We all have honest questions as we stand before God: Why? How come? What does this mean? When will it end? Such questions are not only understandable but healthy. Despite widespread misperceptions, Christian spirituality is not stoicism. Heartfelt cries and existential questions operate at the core of healthy theology, and suppressing them is more hurtful than a confession of ignorance. We will discuss this later when we get to the role of longing and lament. But what Owen has in mind is different, which is why these might be called “temptations” rather than merely honest struggles.

			Whether first fostered from painful childhood experiences, heavy-handed preaching, or something else, we often imagine God in deeply problematic ways.6 When experiences of physical suffering persist, it is all too common to find ourselves plagued by distorted perceptions of God, making him appear tyrannical or even demonic. Such “hard thoughts” are temptations because they can lead us to ultimate despair and away from communion with the loving Lord. They are temptations because our suffering and struggle entice us to think ill of God, to imagine him cruel and brutish. As Owen comments, we are “apt to have very hard thoughts of him,—to think he is always angry, yea, implacable; that it is not for poor creatures to draw nigh to him.”7 Such hard thoughts are destructive because they hide God from us, running counter to how the Father actually views his children:

			The Lord takes nothing worse at the hands of his [children], than such hard thoughts of him, knowing full well what fruit this bitter root is like to bear,—what alienations of heart,—what drawings back,—what unbelief and tergiversations [i.e., turning one’s back] in our walking with him. How unwilling is a child to come into the presence of an angry father!8

			My wife describes feeling at times that God has more important things to deal with than one woman’s pain. The needs of a suffering world require his full attention, and she just needs to toughen up. Such thoughts, as she would say, are incorrect and only drive the sufferer to isolation from God. But sufferers commonly find these thoughts creeping in, twisting their image of the divine. God’s concern about such hard thoughts arises not because he cannot answer our questions or becomes defensive. No, they concern God because they keep us far from him.

			This is the frame of mind that isolates us, distorting our image of the Creator and keeping us from knowing his compassion. Thus the sufferer, instead of seeing the Father, whose whole inclination toward us is love, mercy, and desire to commune with his children, sees in his place a false image of an angry, distant, austere being who can never be satisfied or happy. These false perceptions of the sufferers “are apt to impair and weaken their love towards him and delight in him.”9 When these misconceptions take hold, they throw cold water on the small embers of our love for God.

			How can believers tossed and blown by the storms of life not succumb to false images of God? This question requires that we deepen our view of who God actually is and thus leave behind our own fears and the conceptual baggage about God we have casually acquired. Owen reinforces the claim that God, instead of being a harshly demanding and disappointed accountant in the sky, is in fact our own Father who, in his delight, always keeps a near and tender presence:

			Is there any thing possible more endearing to the heart of a creature than to hear such a testimony as that, Zeph. 3:17, concerning the stability of the love of God, and its excellency, “The LORD thy God in the midst of thee is mighty; he will save, he will rejoice over thee with joy; he will rest in his love, he will joy over thee with singing?” God’s resting in his love towards his saints fixes their souls in their love to him.10

			Our legitimate dislike of shallow sentimentality about God raises our suspicion about this vision of God joyfully singing over his people. Yet these words come not from a sappy greeting card or a people-pleasing pastor but from the deep prophetic soul of Zephaniah, who knew God’s judgment on corruption and God’s concern over issues of injustice and neglect; he also knew of God’s faithfulness to his people and the hope that it held out. Our inclination to dismiss this imagery of God singing as meaningless sentimentality is not a sign of our willingness to be realistic but of preconceptions of God informed by unbiblical impulses, such as those acquired from bad television and sloppy preaching. Take careful note of the places that the Bible’s descriptions of God make us uncomfortable, and ask why they do so. These observations reveal broader problems in our thinking and attitudes. These are the places to dig in and rebuild.

			Zephaniah’s words call us to reconsider what we imagine God to be like, to ask how it might be possible that he rejoices over us with singing. Taylor is a boy who has been exceptionally empathetic since his earliest years. At twelve his heart remained tender and sensitive but also vulnerable to other people’s pain and sadness. One Sunday after watching just the first part of The Fellowship of the Ring, the preteen awoke around midnight because of the frightening images of shadowy horsemen and twisted orcs that now flitted through his imagination. He saw Frodo’s fear and darkness hovering over the land. He wept. He tried to console himself, to bring himself courage, but apparently it would not come. 

			Finally, upon hearing the tears his father, Michael, went upstairs in the middle of the night. Michael prayed, he rubbed his son’s back, and then he slowly moved toward the door. When his father tried to leave, comfort and sleep also instantly departed from Taylor. So the father returned, and this time he simply sat over his boy and sang softly. Evidently as long as he sang, the boy was able to sleep. As soon as he would try to cease from his serenading, the boy awoke. So the father stayed, he sang, and he eventually just nestled in next to the boy. The father didn’t sleep much that night, but the child fell into a deep slumber, both calm and grateful simply for the presence that was beside him and the voice that hung over him. 

			How is it that the heavenly Father, who is consistently described as “full of compassion,” might not show such concern for his daughters and sons? Why do we find it so difficult to embrace Zephaniah’s tender image? Isaiah similarly drew on such imagery, only changing the metaphor from a Father singing over his children to the promise of a husband delighting in his wife: “As the bridegroom rejoices over the bride, so shall your God rejoice over you” (Is 62:5). Why does this make us so uncomfortable?

			How does God look upon us in our weakness, even in our sin? Is God really angry or wrathful with us, his children? His bride? What picture of God is really warranted by the Scriptures? How do these passages like Zephaniah 3:17 and Isaiah 62:5 intersect our own experience? How can we then deal with the “hard thoughts” that tempt us, especially in our suffering? How do we develop a profound and affectionate trust of God rather than a sense of alienation? Our journey is to learn why such hard thoughts don’t reflect the triune God. Our hope is to learn to hear him singing over us, to trust his presence in the middle of the pain. Some will immediately object that this is wishful thinking based on a few obscure verses here and there. However, we will see that we are not talking about a few scattered biblical texts but diving into the heart of the gospel, the heart of the good news discovered in the Messiah. Only here will we unquestionably discover the very heart of God.

			To understand God and his relationship to our pain, we will need to examine the case of Jesus of Nazareth, a man who walked the dusty roads of Galilee over two thousand years ago. Only by listening to his words and by following the movement of his life, death, resurrection, and ascension might our very human struggle be seen in different light. Because he was and is God’s revelation of himself to us, it only makes sense to start there. In this endeavor it is to be hoped that our view of the God of heaven and earth will deepen beyond our current understanding. But to see Jesus clearly we need to stop defending our preconceived notions of who God is.

			If you are plagued by “hard thoughts” of God, don’t give up. No easy answer will suffice, and no pill can make everything instantly well. Still, I hope that what follows will give genuine encouragement and glimpses into the heart of God. Along the way we will be reminded not only how much we need God but how much we need his people—we need each other. This, as we will see, informs how we might start to address questions about our suffering.

			Where We are Going: Overview of the Rest of the Book

			My goal is not to explain away human suffering on the one hand or the goodness of God on the other. Instead, we continue on a journey of faith, an encounter with the living God, our Creator and Redeemer. This is the story of the God who is more holy than we can imagine and more near than we dare believe. This is the God whose perfections provoke awe, yet whose movement of condescension frightens us in its humility. This is the story of Emmanuel, the story of the gospel, and the story of how those who know this Lord can live amid the rubble, the dark questions, and the daunting fears. This is the story of what it means to be a creature living with hope in a broken world—not a hypothetical world but this world, filled with beauty and tears, with laughter and ache.

			As we proceed, I hope to keep things more manageable by narrowing our discussions with two assumptions. First, this book specifically addresses Christians who suffer, and not the more general—and profoundly legitimate—questions about universal human suffering. While I will be speaking of suffering as experienced by Christians, I believe it relates to all people who roam the earth. In this world the reality of suffering afflicts all humanity; in fact its universal nature serves as a great equalizer. We all share the experience of suffering. Yet, since I do not aim to solve the problem of suffering but to talk about how a Christian might live in the midst of it, I will keep Christians as my primary audience.

			Second, the suffering discussed here will normally mean the suffering associated with serious illness or physical pain.11 Various hurts and difficulties often arise from this form of suffering. Physical pain normally affects us in holistic ways, from our emotions to our relationships, from our work to our leisure, from our private lives to our public engagements. All of those things are relevant to properly addressing suffering associated with physical pain. We will ask, What does it look like for the Christian, the saint, to go through the valley of such distress? I hope and believe that this book has application for dealing with all sorts of suffering and not merely the physical variety: many who have heard some of this material have let me know that while I focus on suffering associated with physical pain, there is real relevance for Christians in different situations (e.g., raised in an abusive home). My prayer is that this book will prove helpful to many, whatever form of suffering they might be enduring. Nevertheless, to keep this book shorter and more focused, the scope of the conversation here is intentionally limited. Therefore, while I will keep in mind larger issues related to various forms of suffering (e.g., injustice inflicted on us by hostile agents, etc.), I will focus on particular challenges associated with physical pain. Also, by approaching this topic through the particular lens of bodily suffering, thus emphasizing our physicality, I believe our understanding of the Christian story may take on fresh meaning and power.

			In the chapters that follow we will look at the limitations of easy answers and the tension between our longings for peace and our laments that something is wrong. Next, we explore what it means to be embodied creatures and what this tells us about ourselves, our expectations, and even what kind of relationship we might expect with the Creator. Doubts about our body’s value remain a significant stumbling block to genuine Christian spirituality, and this misunderstanding is often intensified by debilitating pain. We then turn to the strangeness of God as displayed in Jesus of Nazareth. Only by looking to this man can we reorient our experience of suffering in a way that is truly Christian.

			We will go on to see that those who are part of the body of Christ live life together, a life of faith, hope, and love. Here we discover a pattern for Christian discipleship that allows for genuine struggle, communal support, and transformative affection. We wrestle and rest in this community. Next, I offer some reflections on the place of pain and confession. As surprising as it may seem, confession becomes a particularly life-giving necessity for those with physical pain: here confession and the community come together, drawing us back to Christ. Finally, I conclude with some particular pastoral reflections that I hope will prove practical to those who suffer or are caregivers. To understand how all of this works together, however, we must cover a fair amount of terrain. Like a rewarding view from the top of a mountain, we have to climb the trail to get there and marvel at the beauties of the mysteries along the way.
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Don’t Answer Why




			Most people die of the cure, not the disease.

			Molière, The Miser and Other Plays

			You have kept count of my tossings;put my tears in your bottle.Are they not in your book?

			Psalm 56:8

			The world is everything that is the case. . . .Whereof one cannot speak, thereof one must be silent.

			Ludwig Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus
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			I need not debate the realities of evil and suffering in this world: who can deny them? Nor will I argue for God’s existence, since I assume this to be the case. I do not think we must choose between affirming the reality of God and confessing the pain of human suffering. We can work forward from the view that both are true. We can acknowledge the struggle of being a follower of Yahweh, the creator of heaven and earth, and having to deal with suffering as it is: real, tragic, and heartbreaking.

			To give a partial explanation of why I start at this point, we can take half a step backward to ask why using theodicy (defending God’s goodness) in circumstances of suffering is less than useful. This exercise will hopefully improve our ministry to those who suffer.

			When Philosophers Should Be Silent

			Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz (1646–1716) famously wrote a treatise titled Theodicy, in which he aimed to reconcile God’s perfection with the intractable problem of evil. Theodicies normally attempt to make sense of the apparent tension between human misery and the existence of an all-powerful, wholly good, and wise deity: how can there be so much pain in this world if such a God exists?

			Writing in the years after the horrific Lisbon earthquake of 1755, in which tens of thousands died in just three days, Voltaire wrote Candide as a parody of philosophies that tried to make sense of pain. His infamous character Dr. Pangloss reflects Leibniz’s philosophy. Despite endless injustices and the most gruesome situations happening all around the characters, Pangloss’s constant mantra is that this is the “best of all possible worlds.” The novel made Leibniz’s theodicy look naive at best and cruelly absurd at worst.

			While the philosopher may convince his audience that the problem of suffering does not logically rule out the existence of a wholly good God, that view remains a great distance from the reality of faith in the God and Father of our Lord Jesus Christ and the foot of the cross. Only from that location at Golgotha will all of these questions be transformed, and only from that position might a truly Christian “explaining of the ways of God” occur.

			Even if we had in hand a theodicy that made sense, such dispassionate philosophical explanations leave us empty when we walk in the fire and ashes of genuine suffering.1 While there is a time to carefully dissect these philosophical problems, that time is not normally with those who are suffering. Such clinical reflections don’t tend to help but often cause more pain to those who mourn and ache. Theodicies don’t naturally belong in the home of the afflicted, even if they do need careful attention in the classroom.

			Alvin Plantinga, one of the great American philosophers in the last seventy-five years, is also a Christian. He has written extensively on knotty intellectual challenges associated with faith, evil, human agency, and the like. While he insists that the problem of evil cannot preclude or even render improbable the existence of God, he also recognizes the difference between a problem in thought and a problem in life. “Of course, suffering and misfortune may nonetheless constitute a problem for the theist,” but not a logical problem. Instead, the theist faces an existential and religious difficulty.2

			When a person faces grave sorrow in their own life or in the life of one they dearly love, Plantinga affirms that it can be profoundly difficult even for the believer to maintain a proper posture before God. “Faced with great personal suffering or misfortune, he may be tempted to rebel against God, to shake his fist in God’s face, or even to give up belief in God altogether.” When suffering provokes a rejection of God, the issue is not primarily intellectual but “a problem of a different dimension. Such a problem calls, not for philosophical enlightenment, but for pastoral care.”3 The questions people ask amid suffering may have the same wording as academic problems, but they are not the same questions; the subtext here is not theoretical curiosity but guilt, isolation, fear, and often a distorted view of God.

			Indeed, when problems move from the hypothetical to the personal, they look and feel different. John S. Feinberg had for years devoted himself to a thorough philosophical and theological inquiry into the problem of evil.4 Yet his understanding of the problem changed when his wife was diagnosed with Huntington’s chorea, a rare genetically transmitted disease that involves premature deterioration of nerve cells within the brain. Over time, the disease creates both psychological and physical trauma as the afflicted one loses control of certain bodily movements, often faces depression, and experiences severe memory loss. Eventually it can result in hallucinations and even paranoid schizophrenia. To make matters worse, Huntington’s could be passed genetically to their children.

			His meticulous answers and well-researched publications offered no real comfort to him in the face of this news and the difficult life they began to face. Careful arguments about human agency, contingency, and evil did not give hope or rest. It was not that his previous philosophical efforts were unwise or wrong, but they did not reach the places of his and his family’s pain. The theories could not plumb the depths of human sorrow. They needed pastoral care. They needed the quiet presence of others around them. They needed glimpses of God in his goodness and love, truths often only made believable through personal tenderness and gentle grace extended to them by others. This family needed the warmth of God’s presence rather than the cool calculations of logical deductions.

			How the Church Responds to Suffering

			John Swinton, in his excellent book Raging with Compassion, observes that these attempts to justify God and explain evil or suffering are largely irrelevant to those in the midst of suffering and can actually cause more problems than they solve. Justifications of God had their origins in an Enlightenment context that held rationality and science to have the highest values and orthodox Christian ideas to have little or none. In such an atmosphere, even Christians were tempted to defend God on Enlightenment terms.5 This framework allowed all questions, but it also put its own requirements on answers it considered to be valid. Prominent among these were the assumptions that (1) the critical scholars were working from a neutral point of view, (2) educated European standards of reason and justice were both universal and clearly apprehended by the critical scholars, and (3) they were capable of rising above and comprehending all the relevant elements of the problem to formulate a coherent set of applicable universal rules. Such a framework profoundly skewed how one approached these questions.

			Both testaments of the Bible ask and address deep and difficult questions about pain, suffering, the apparent triumph of evil, and the apparent absence of God in times of stress. We see this most especially in the psalms. They contain multiple examples of lament and struggle, and orthodox Christian theology follows that path. Augustine and others wrote extensively about the presence of evil in a world governed by a good and gracious sovereign Lord. Yet their approach was not from a position of supposed neutrality or assuming that God was no more than another piece of a puzzle, subject to human judgment. They approached the question from a starting point of faith, and the problem for them was deeper and more difficult because of that. Alasdair MacIntyre, for example, wonders why these issues were not previously seen as “an obstacle to belief,” even though these Christians saw the problem of evil as clearly and deeply as any Enlightenment freethinker.6 The difference between an Augustine and a Voltaire is not that the believer was credulous or superficial and the unbeliever a more rigorous thinker. The eighteenth century did not discover new pieces to the puzzle that were unknown to the fourth century. The difference now was that expectations and assumptions were reshaped. Reasons were demanded and justifications required because the culture decided that they could put God under the microscope along with everything else. It is not that pre-Enlightenment approaches were perfect and without shortcomings. Yet a significant shift seems to occur after the Enlightenment, which made it difficult for us to confess the limits of our understanding—if we don’t know something, there must be a discoverable answer. Post-Enlightenment Europe decided that it could even fully understand transcendental realities in contemporary terms and sensible formulas. But the psalms, which are full of struggle, do not point us to answers and formulas. Hope? Yes. Answers? No. The psalms orient us to God. Our hope is in him who made and redeemed heaven and earth, not in our own intellectual acuity.

			In the past, believers fully understood that evil and suffering existed. It was their place, as the people of God, to resist the evil when they could, and to mourn and lament the brokenness that they could not overcome. In fact, as we will see, their willingness to lament and hope amid their trouble was part of their answer to the suffering. The problem of evil was not so much a philosophical difficulty for pre-Enlightenment believers but a “practical challenge for the Christian community.”7 How do we live in God’s compromised world? Ancient Christians responded with a set of practices and ways of living together with grace, solidarity, and promise amid the pain. These ways were not academic answers, but they were answers all the same. Different questions are being asked. The question we usually focus on is, why does evil exist? You can employ a theory for that. If the question instead is, how do we live?, then theories don’t really satisfy. Practices—not theories—become most relevant.

			In the third chapter of Job, for example, the sufferer responds to his situation with heartfelt lament. And his lament is not in isolation but in the context of his closest relationships, namely, with his wife and friends. In their presence he turns this lament toward God in a way that shows his ultimate trust in his Creator-Redeemer. The other laments we read in the Scriptures present this same combination of detailed realism regarding discomfort, pain, and complex fears, and the conviction that God is present, powerful, wise, and good. They are as convinced that this is the God they have to deal with as they are of the reality of their suffering. They believe in a God who is not only holy but whose holiness is always characterized by compassion and grace; these attributes thoroughly define one another and are never in opposition. They see God not as removed from the earthly details of their lives but intimately and interestedly involved in them. Having such a worldview, they see it as a matter of course that lament is so often a response to suffering.

			With the Enlightenment, Christians were often seduced into treating God not as their loving Father and covenant-keeping Lord but as a mental construct. Those Christians who accepted the abstract framework for discourse assumed by unbelievers (like Voltaire) lost the ground of their own proper theology, namely, the concrete invasion of history by this particular God. This framework, like a distorting lens, reshaped how people saw God and evil. When guided by the need for justifications and answers, growing Christian attempts to “explain the ways of God” tended to foster distortions, especially in pastoral situations. Swinton highlights three of the most common consequences.8 First, such explanations, by trying to integrate evil as part of the world, often end up justifying or rationalizing evil rather than confessing and naming it. Too often when Christians start to defend God in this way, they end up calling evil or suffering “good.” Second, when people mistake theodicies for pastoral care, the voice of the sufferer is often silenced. Rather than offering the comforting presence of compassionate listening, these abstractions smother the wounded with useless and often inaccurate explanations. This works a form of violence against the hurting one, whether unintentional or not. And finally, these attempts to justify and explain why the evil has occurred can actually become evil in themselves, promoting further suffering rather than providing genuine comfort.

			How often have well-intentioned ministers or friends tried to explain away a particular death, disease, or worse by an uninformed appeal to God’s purposes? Do any of us really know why a particular event happens? Claims to provide the reason for a specific experience of suffering abound: divine discipline, for the purpose of church renewal, to bring a watching nurse or neighbor to salvation, or to foster personal humility. Unfortunately, all these claims are made without true knowledge of exactly why something is happening. Even if these suggestions contain an element of truth, we are not in a position to unpack the mind of God regarding such mysteries. What happens if the nurse who professes faith later abandons that faith or the apparent church renewal quickly fades away? Resting our faith on such connections can actually prove to be far more hazardous than most people realize. Such explanations assume that some good outcome can nullify or justify the pain, but this is not so. A tragedy is still a tragedy; pain is still pain, even if some insight is gained in the process. We may hope that God has reasons for allowing suffering in his world, but that is very different from thinking we have access to those reasons or can understand why a particular experience of suffering is taking place.

			Don’t Explain, but Do Listen and Love

			Pastors and friends are not called to explain away the pain or to try to give moral lessons for why a particular event is happening. We simply are not privy to such information. While God can and does bring about good through our suffering, that is not the same thing as knowing why God allows it. Nor is it the same thing as saying that God thinks our suffering is good. If we believe that God thinks our physical suffering is essentially good, we misunderstand the Creator and Redeemer, and we are brought to the temptation of having hard thoughts about God, believing him to be more like a dis­passionate scientist or a cruel tyrant rather than a loving Father. While it is true that amid our fallen world God can and does work through our pain and suffering, that does not mean he delights in our discomforts. And it does not mean that we can substitute theoretical reasoning for justified lament.

			All of us will face times of physical illness, disease, and pain. In such times we do not normally need philosophical axioms—as important as they can be to legitimate philosophical investigation.9 We need words and ears that understand suffering, that can handle honesty, vulnerability, and questions, and that know how to bring the wounded to sustaining faith, hope, and love.

			To understand God and his work in our lives better, we need to recognize and deal with our limits, naiveté, and the complexity of human suffering. This includes recognizing that our post-Enlightenment culture has distorted our view of God and reassessing what it means to walk through a painful world with a loving Lord. We will need to learn afresh what it means to point people to Jesus and his kingdom, but not as a slogan, not as a quick fix, not as a superficial answer. We must point to the profound and redemptive compassion of Jesus, the Son of God, who healed the sick and entered into genuine human suffering and even death by crucifixion. His life, death, and resurrection must continually reshape how we view the cosmos, our place and even our suffering within it, and the God we believe in.

			Developing Pastoral Sensitivity and Theological Instincts

			This book aims to provide reflections that will prove helpful to some who are wrestling with personal pain and suffering, but it also hopes to offer counsel to those who are walking alongside loved ones who are in the midst of the storm.

			Loving well those facing the great trials of life requires Christians to develop both pastoral sensitivity and theological instincts. Empathy and orthodoxy both matter. Benevolence and truth are meant to nourish one another, not to serve as two distinct options. When tenderheartedness and conviction are together, they bring life, but separated they can be disastrous. Discovering a perfect balance that allows a person to know the “right” response to every challenge is not the goal. Rather, Christians are those who experience the “faith and love that are in Christ Jesus” even as they cherish “the good deposit” handed down to them from the prophets, apostles, and through the ages (2 Tim 1:12-14). We cannot rest in the good news of Christ if we devalue the truths of sacred Scripture, but we also need to value experience if those truths are going to be applied and understood in any meaningful way.

			Rightly understood, doing theology is more often like farming than it is like stacking doctrinal bricks. Theology is lived; it is not regimentally constructed. Like a gardener studying the soil over many years and watching the clouds in the sky each day, the Christian seeks to develop wise theological instincts so they may be able to know when to plant, when to uproot, when to water, and when to rest. Every season brings new challenges and fresh promises. Cultivating applied theological instincts is therefore inevitably a bit messy. You have to get your hands in the mud. Gardeners must discover the kinds of things that affect their crops’ growth—often a plant’s health depends on much more than the untrained observer realizes. Does the garden need more protection from the sun? What is in the soil? Funny enough, sometimes you discover more nitrogen may be needed—more manure! Are there rocks buried where the roots need expansion? Is there too much rain? Too little? Are there ravenous animals around who will eat whatever growth occurs as fast as it shows up? How might environmental factors shape the plant, for better or worse? We need to recognize different seasons, different threats, and different possibilities, and then act according to that information. To prepare a garden always the same, never asking about changing conditions, is not only naive but risks losing your harvest in the long term.

			To develop a theology of suffering, we can’t simply talk about suffering! Doctrines from various places—sometimes on the surface appearing un­related—need to be explored. Consider pain and the fall? Yes. But consider the goodness of creation. Consider individual fears? Yes. But consider the metaphysics of the community as well. Reflect on resurrection and hope? Absolutely. But also confess the cross, tragedy, and struggle.

			Deliberately developing our theological instincts is deeply valuable, for it can help illumine the dark paths we find ourselves walking down. Paths need to be traveled, images need to be considered, songs need to be sung, silence needs to be observed. God must be present, sat with, listened to, and engaged. This takes us back to pastoral sensitivity.

			Only when we begin to see that theology is not merely about repeating back answers but instead more like caring for a garden can we care well for others. Good gardeners have been trained to pay attention to the soil in their hands and not just the instructions in a book. From the book they have learned about soil, what is needed, what to add, and how to care for it. But in the end, nothing can replace examining the dirt itself, for no two patches of the land are the same.

			Each person is coming from a different circumstance, with specific challenges and needs, with individual strengths and temptations. Part of loving well is figuring out what response is needed and appropriate in a given circumstance (see Jude 22-23). This is where theological instincts and pastoral wisdom come together.

			To be pastoral does not mean earning money for working in a church. Throughout Christian history God’s people have always been thankful for those with pastoral gifts among them—whether women or men, ordained or not, young or old, rich or poor. Pastoral in this sense refers to the ability to give wise counsel, to know how to love well, provide necessary guidance, and in the end to help a fellow believer flourish under God’s grace and love, even as they seek to love their neighbor and serve God’s kingdom.

			So, pastoral wisdom requires not merely theological knowledge but shepherding abilities. You need to know the sheep. You need to know the person or people you are dealing with. It may sound cliché, but if we could only get past the knee-jerk Christian reaction of one size fits all, we might really be able to care for people.

			There is no theological replacement for knowing people, their problems, the complexities, and the stories. That doesn’t mean you can’t say anything in general, but it does mean there is a world of difference between reading a book about gardening and actually gardening. There is a world of difference between reading a book about caring for people and actually caring for people. To theologize well, we need to love well. We need to care about anthropology (the study of humans) and not just theology (the study of God). Pastoral wisdom and theological instincts must go together. They must serve one another.

			Attempts at pastoral wisdom without developed theological instincts quickly dissolve into mere moralism or a psychological cul-de-sac. Theological ideas divorced from pastoral wisdom quickly become harsh or even tyrannical principles that lack concrete expressions of love and grace. Let’s avoid choosing between these. Let’s grow in our knowledge and love of God even as we grow in our commitment to understand and care for one another. Orthodox theology and compassionate concern always belong together.
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