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Preface 


There is currently an explosion of interest in spiritual matters. It is difficult to get away from TV programmes, online discussion and newspaper articles concerned with the search for meaning and purpose, life after death and the existence of God. Among these, many are taking a new look at Christianity. Several recent television series, such as The Big Silence and The Monastery, followed ordinary people with almost no familiarity with Catholicism or the monastic living alongside, in the latter example, the monks of Worth Abbey, a Benedictine monastery in West Sussex, England. The programmes generated extraordinary interest. Similar shows have since appeared in the USA and in Australia. 


While discussing the Christian faith, especially with those who are not Christians, I have found that a number of questions are raised time and again. Some of these questions are about the place of Christianity in today’s world. For example, how does Christianity relate to modern science? Or, how might Christians respond to the charge that religion does more harm than good, and has no place in modern society at all? Other questions concern particular problems internal to Christian belief itself, such as how Christianity responds to other faiths, or how it makes sense to believe that God is both One and Three Persons – Father, Son and Holy Spirit. 


On Alpha, a course that is designed to be of help to people with such objections, we give talks based on the material in another book, Questions of Life. It is often in the discussion groups afterwards that objections are raised. Those on Alpha may agree with much of what is being said in the talk, but they often say, ‘What about  …?’ This book is about those ‘whats’. In this book, I want to look at those issues which are usually seen as objections to Christian faith, but which range a bit beyond the approach of Questions of Life. They are all ‘searching issues’, both in the sense that they are asked by those searching for the truth and in the sense that they are demanding and difficult to answer. 


Today, some would suggest that ‘faith’ is irrational by definition. Despite its vital importance in many people’s lives, it is seen to be without evidence and remains immune to criticism. In the last chapter, ‘Is Faith Irrational?’, I address this underlying question directly, and I suggest that there are good reasons to believe, and that being a Christian is no blind or irrational leap. Nevertheless, to claim that Christian faith is not irrational is not the same as saying that everything in the Christian faith can be completely and easily understood. We live in a world full of mysteries, and in that respect Christianity is no different. This book seeks to deal frankly with important questions and challenges; to respond to some of the great searching issues of Christianity.
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Faith is a part of life, and this book seeks to be true to that life. Another aspect of being true to life is to acknowledge that a convincing and viable answer to some of the biggest questions in the universe will never be just about the head. Life is also about the heart. Answers to questions should not just be logically adequate: they should change our lives. This book seeks to ask not just how God could permit suffering, but to glimpse the God who is with us in our suffering in a way that transforms our experience. It does not merely try to satisfy our logical brains with an answer about a God who is both Three and One; it seeks to offer this to us as a great mystery that leads us into worship, and that offers a deeper sense not only of who God is, but who we are created to be. 


These great searching issues, of science and the place of religion in history, of suffering and of the nature of God, really do lie at the heart of the Christian faith, and our hope is that through reading this you will come to see that the Christian faith – far from being an irrational leap in which you leave your brain behind – is at heart open to a continuing dialogue, to humble self-enquiry. In fact, sometimes it is through our very engagement with these searching issues that we can catch a fresh glimpse of the great and mysterious God whom we worship. 


Each question is vast and complex. Every one of the issues involves major theological themes. Obviously, not all matters can be dealt with in a few pages. Each chapter is an attempt to summarise some of the main arguments and to suggest practical guidelines. 


I would like to thank all those who have helped me with their comments on this new edition, especially the Revd David Ingall, the Revd Pete Bellenger, Julia Evans and Mark Knight. My thanks to Jo Glen, Patricia Hall, Helena Hird, the Revd Chris Ash, David Sinclair, Bishop Graham S. Tomlin, Chris Simmonds, Tom Smiley, Tamsen Carter, Philippa Pearson Miles, Jon Soper and Dr Roland Werner for their work on the original book. 
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Why Does God Allow Suffering?


A young New Yorker named Glenn Chambers had a lifelong dream to work for God in Ecuador. At the airport on the day of departure, he wanted to send a note to his mother but he didn’t have time to buy a card. He noticed a piece of paper on the terminal floor and picked it up. It turned out to be an advertisement with ‘Why?’ spread across it. He scribbled his note around the word ‘Why?’. That night his aeroplane exploded into the 14,000-foot Colombian peak El Tablazo. When his mother received the note after the news of his death, the question burned up at her from the page  … ‘Why?’.


The issue of suffering is the most frequently raised objection to the Christian faith. We are constantly confronted by suffering. ‘The fact of suffering undoubtedly constitutes the single greatest challenge to the Christian faith, and has been in every generation. Its distribution and degree appear to be entirely random and therefore unfair.’1


First, we see suffering on a global scale, affecting entire nations or communities. Natural disasters, such as earthquakes, famines and floods, bring pervasive and arbitrary suffering to the world. Besides the two World Wars, which focused attention on global suffering in an acute form, bitter conflicts and terrorism around the world continue to bring great suffering to families and societies. But it is not only war that causes such violence. 


Second, we see community tragedies. One of the worst disasters in Britain, which is still leaving its mark over half a century later, was in Aberfan, South Wales, on 21 October 1966, when a huge coal-tip collapsed and devastated Pantglas Junior School, killing 116 children and 28 adults. Almost daily we read or hear of a plane crashing, a ship sinking or some other disaster affecting the lives of hundreds of people. 


Third, suffering at an individual level affects us all to a greater or lesser extent. There is the suffering of bereavement, sickness, disability, broken relationships, unhappy marriages, involuntary singleness, depression, loneliness, abject poverty, persecution, rejection, unemployment, injustice, fierce temptation and disappointment. Suffering can come in an endless variety of forms and no human being is immune to it. 


It is worth noting that suffering is not a problem for all religions. It is an acute problem for the Judeo-Christian tradition because the belief is that God is both utterly good and all-powerful. C. S. Lewis stated the opposing argument succinctly: ‘If God were good, He would wish to make His creatures perfectly happy, and if God were almighty, He would be able to do what He wished. But the creatures are not happy. Therefore, God lacks either goodness, or power, or both.’2 


Theologians and philosophers have wrestled for centuries with the problem of suffering and no one has ever come up with a simple and complete solution. The Bible is primarily a practical book and it never addresses this issue systematically in a philosophical way. What we see instead are a number of approaches to the problem, all the way through from Genesis to Revelation. There seem to be four main overlapping insights, and we shall look at each of them in turn. 


Human freedom


From beginning to end, the Bible tells a story that puts some of our most basic questions as human beings into context. In the beginning, it tells of a world in which there is no evil and no suffering. 


Suffering is not part of God’s original created order (Genesis 1–2). There was no suffering in the world before humanity rebelled against God. At the end of the story, God redeems the world and ends all suffering. There will be no suffering when God creates ‘a new heaven and a new earth’ (Revelation 21:1). There will be no more crying and no more pain.


Suffering entered the world only because Adam and Eve sinned. It is, therefore, an alien intrusion into God’s world. If all suffering is a result of sin, directly or indirectly, why did God allow sin to enter the world?


He did so because he loves us and wanted to give us free will. Love is not love if it is forced; it can only be love if there is a real choice. God gave human beings the choice and the freedom to love or not to love. Given this freedom, men and women from the beginning have chosen to break God’s laws and the result has been suffering. Again, as C. S. Lewis puts it:




It would, no doubt, have been possible for God to remove by miracle the results of the first sin ever committed by a human being; but this would not have been much good unless He was prepared to remove the results of the second sin, and of the third, and so on forever. If the miracles ceased, then sooner or later we might have reached our present lamentable situation: if they did not, then a world, thus continually underpropped and corrected by Divine interference, would have been a world in which nothing important ever depended on human choice, and in which choice itself would soon cease from the certainty that one of the apparent alternatives before you would lead to no results and was therefore not really an alternative.3 





Precisely because he loves us, God has created us with freedom. Without a doubt, some of the suffering we endure in this life is because of our own sin. Through our own selfish and wrong choices we, sadly, harm ourselves. At times, suffering is the inevitable consequence of breaking God’s law. There are physical laws of nature: for example, if we put our hand in the fire it gets burned. In this context, pain acts as an early warning system when we exercise wrong choices. There are also moral laws. God made a world built on moral foundations and there is a natural connection between sin and its consequences. If a person abuses drugs, drug addiction may be the consequence. If we drink excessively, we may eventually suffer from alcoholism. If someone drinks and drives a car and is injured, their injuries are partially the result of their sin. In a similar way, selfishness, greed, lust, arrogance and bad temper often lead to broken relationships and unhappiness of one sort or another. 


Sometimes in the Bible God intervenes actively to judge in this life, but it is important to note that in the Bible there is not an automatic link between a specific sin and a specific experience of suffering. The biblical flood is an example of suffering on a global scale caused by sin resulting in God’s judgment. When ‘the Lord saw how great the wickedness of the human race had become on the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of their hearts was only evil all the time  … his heart was filled with pain’ (Genesis 6:5–6). In the case of Sodom and Gomorrah, a community disaster was caused by God’s judgment of sin. At other times we see God’s judgment on an individual’s sin (2 Kings 5:27; Luke 1:20; John 5:14; Acts 5:1–11; 1 Corinthians 11:30). 


Job’s friends thought Job’s suffering must be the result of his sin – but they were wrong (Job 42:7–8). Jesus expressly repudiates the automatic link between sin and suffering in John 9. When his disciples ask, ‘who sinned, this man or his parents, that he was born blind?’, Jesus’ response is that ‘neither this man nor his parents sinned’ (9:2). He also points out that natural disasters are not a form of punishment from God, when he asks, ‘Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no!’ (Luke 13:1–5). The apostle Peter draws a distinction between suffering as a result of our own sin (‘a beating for doing wrong’ – 1 Peter 2:20) and suffering that has no connection with our sin (‘unjust suffering’ – v. 19) or suffering ‘for doing good’ (v. 20). In light of these careful distinctions made by the Bible, it would be wrong to say this or that event or suffering takes place because of some sin that is related to a person, people or region, as a kind of direct judgment from God.


While it may be appropriate for us to examine our own hearts when we are suffering, we need to be very careful about making judgments about why others are suffering. British church leader David Watson, who died of cancer at the age of fifty, pointed out the dangers of making judgments on others:




The danger about coupling suffering with sin is that the sick person may often feel guilty anyway. Many times I have talked with those who are seriously ill, and I have found them anxiously wondering what they had done to bring about their condition. They blame themselves; or if they cannot live with that, they project their guilt on to others or God. It’s someone’s fault! The trouble is that either feelings of guilt, which are often imaginary, or direct accusations, which are often unfair, only encourage the sickness. Both hinder healing.


Yet I know how easy this is. Sometimes I have thought of my asthma or cancer as being punishment for sin. I remember with shame many foolish things I have done in the past, and with a fairly sensitive conscience it is not hard to feel both guilty and condemned. The positive side is that every affliction has caused me to search deeply within my heart and to repent of every sinful action or attitude that I could discover. I have known many people who have been dramatically healed following such repentance together with the experience of God’s forgiveness. It is no bad thing, therefore, to consider carefully our life in the sight of God in order to know the joy and freedom of his love. 


At the same time, the negative side of all this comes when such heart-searching leads to nagging and unhealthy feelings of guilt, and perhaps to a very poor image of God. Is it conceivable, when we see Jesus healing the sick and forgiving the sinful, that God should say, ‘Ah, there’s David Watson. He slipped up rather badly last month so I’ll afflict him with asthma for the next twenty years’? Or later, ‘He’s upset me again, so this time I’ll destroy him with cancer’? Such thoughts are not only ridiculous; they are almost blasphemous, and utterly alien to a God of infinite love and mercy as we see him so clearly in Jesus.4 





Much of the suffering in the world is the result of other people’s sin. This is true of many global and community disasters. So much suffering is caused by war, which is always the result of human sin, even if the sin is often on both sides. Much of the starvation in the world is caused by the unequal distribution of the world’s resources, or by civil war, or some other human sin. Even the Aberfan disaster was not a ‘natural’ one. A five-month enquiry headed by Lord Justice Edmund Davies ruled that the Coal Board was responsible for the disaster. As one woman who contributed to the disaster fund wrote: ‘I raged against God, but then I realised it had happened because of man’s greed and incompetence.’5 


Likewise, individual suffering is often caused by the sin of other. So much suffering is caused by murder, adultery, theft, sexual abuse, unloving parents, reckless or drunken driving, slander, unkindness or selfishness of one kind or another. Some have estimated that perhaps as much as 95 per cent of the world’s suffering can be accounted for in this way. 


This leaves a small proportion that can only be explained as being the result of the fact that we live in a fallen world: a world where all creation has been affected by the sin of human beings. It is the result of Adam and Eve’s sin that ‘thorns and thistles’ entered the world (Genesis 3:18). Ever since that time ‘the creation was subjected to frustration’ (Romans 8:20). ‘Natural’ disasters are a result of this disorder in creation.


Human freedom does not always answer the question why a particular individual or nation suffers so much but it does help explain the origin of suffering. All suffering is the result of sin, either directly as a result of my own, or of someone else’s sin, or indirectly, as a result of living in a fallen world.


God works through suffering


The second insight is that God, because he loves us, uses suffering for good in a number of different ways. He works through suffering. Suffering is not a good in itself, nor is it directly caused by God, but God is able to use it for good.


First, suffering is used by God to draw us to Christ. C. S. Lewis wrote:




God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pain: it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world  … No doubt pain as God’s megaphone is a terrible instrument; it may lead to a final and unrepented rebellion. But it gives the only opportunity the bad man can have for amendment. It removes the veil; it plants the flag of truth within the fortress of a rebel soul.6





This has proved true time and again in Christian experience. We meet those who have begun to think about God only as a result of suffering the loss of a loved one, a broken relationship or some other pain in their lives.


Second, God can work through our suffering, and use it to bring us to Christian maturity. Even Jesus ‘learned obedience from what he suffered’ (Hebrews 5:8). God can use suffering to build our characters. One image used by the New Testament is that of the discipline of children. The writer of Hebrews says that ‘our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness’ (Hebrews 12:10). He points out that ‘no discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it’ (Hebrews 12:11). 


Peter uses a completely different image: that of a metal worker refining silver and gold. He writes that his readers may all ‘have had to suffer grief in all kinds of trials’ (1 Peter 1:6). He goes on to explain why God allows this: ‘These have come so that your faith – of greater worth than gold, which perishes even though refined by fire – may be proved genuine and may result in praise, glory and honour when Jesus Christ is revealed’ (1 Peter 1:7). 
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