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Praise for Finding God in Suffering



“I wish I didn’t need this book, but I do. We all do, because so much of life is occupied with suffering—grief, disappointment, physical pain, shame. Jesus Christ showed us the way through every ordeal, empowering us not only to endure, but to triumph. In these pages, Father Mahar shows us that way, helping us to understand it as he provides clear, practical spiritual guidance.”


— Mike Aquilina, executive vice-president, St. Paul Center for Biblical Theology; author, The Fathers of the Church; EWTN host


“Suffering is often opposed to human happiness, and its incidence often robs life of its meaning. In Finding God in Suffering, Father Mahar evangelizes the human experience of suffering, illustrating how it can serve God’s purpose and is, therefore, not a sign of the absence of God.”


— Cardinal Peter Turkson, Chancellor, Pontifical Academies for Sciences and Social Sciences


“Despite the ‘broken families, broken promises, and broken lives’ all around us, [Father Christopher Mahar] effectively illustrates the astonishing Good News of our faith—that the ‘Gospel of Suffering’ allows every trial to be a rich encounter with Christ and an opportunity to embrace a creative vocation radiating hope.”


— Genevieve Kineke, author and speaker on authentic Catholic femininity


“Finding an answer to the question of suffering is one of the most crucial discoveries in life. Father Mahar masterfully and gracefully guides us into this difficult subject, helps us to find God in suffering, and in him discover its meaning and value. This work is an answer to the prayers and cries of so many presently in dark valleys, and it is a source of light and hope to all those who compassionately strive to love and care for them.”


— Father Roger Landry, Catholic Chaplain, Columbia University.


“The shadow of the Cross falls upon each of us in different ways and can plunge us into disorientating darkness, distress, and even despair. Where is God? we ask.


“Yet, for the Christian, the Cross is a sign of hope: its deepest shadows are cast by the light of Easter morning. The victory of Our Lord Jesus Christ over sin and death transforms our suffering and gives it redemptive value. In our suffering and through it we can participate in that victory; we can encounter God with an intimacy and purity of heart perhaps hitherto unknown.


“Pope Benedict XVI taught, ‘Suffering accepted for love of Christ, for love of God and of others is a redeeming force, a force of love.’ May Father Christopher Mahar’s profound book help us to retrieve this power, this force of love, which is so often absent in the suffering of men and women today. May it inspire each of us always to persevere in the supernatural hope that suffering borne for the love of God betokens, for, as Our Lord taught, ‘He who perseveres to the end shall be saved’ (Mt 24:13).”


— Robert Cardinal Sarah, Prefect Emeritus of the Congregation for Divine Worship and Discipline of the Sacraments.
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Introduction


Salvific Suffering


A Redeeming Force


It was the Great Jubilee Year 2000 and I was a seminarian standing in St. Peter’s Square. Saint John Paul II was celebrating Mass as I shuffled uncomfortably and tried to understand the homily. The Pope’s words were labored and, at certain points, incoherent. The Parkinson’s disease that he had endured for so long had taken its toll, but it did not hinder him from addressing the crowd of pilgrims that day. He was speaking about suffering and discipleship, subjects that interested me a great deal. In many ways it was the experience of the cross that had led me to a deeper understanding of God in my life. Through the conflicts I faced in my daily life, I had come to discover that Christ, who willingly took up his cross, desires to draw near to us when we endure difficulties and challenges. Listening now to the Pope addressing suffering, I found that his words rang with a magnetic authenticity.


The Mass continued, and at one point my attention was drawn to the jumbotron as the camera closed in on him. He was holding his crosier, the large staff that symbolized his governance and shepherding care of God’s flock. At the top of the crosier was the crucifix graphically depicting the wounded and suffering Christ. Undoubtedly his own life had come to resemble the Lord’s cross more and more through the accumulation of sufferings he had experienced. As the image remained on the screen for some time, I was flushed with emotion and thought, “This is the homily he was preaching moments ago.” The messenger was himself the message.


In that same place, on a warm and sunny day in May of 1981, Pope Saint John Paul II had survived an attempt on his life that left the world in shock. The following Sunday, from his room in the Policlinico Gemelli hospital, he sent a brief, pre-recorded message to be played for vigilant pilgrims in St. Peter’s: “I pray for that brother of ours who shot me, and whom I have sincerely pardoned. United with Christ, priest and victim, I offer my sufferings for the Church and for the world.”1 To hear the voice of the fallen Pope speaking anew to his flock was itself a triumph, but those words carried a profound and even daunting message that still awaited further expression and a deeper explanation.


Nearly three years later, on the Memorial of Our Lady of Lourdes, patroness of the sick, the Holy Father gave the Church and the world the Apostolic Letter Salvifici Doloris, “On the Christian Meaning of Human Suffering.” One man’s personal struggle with evil and the cross would become a gift for those immersed in what he described as the “world of suffering.”2


The cross, in one form or another, enters into every human life. For some, it may seem overwhelming, a weight almost too heavy to bear. For other people, perhaps there are several, lesser burdens, but ones that last for long periods of time. Big or small, many or few, we all bear them. What Saint John Paul II teaches the Church and the world is that we are not alone in our struggle. There are answers from God, even in the midst of suffering. He who began his pontificate with an encyclical letter on Christ the Redeemer directs our gaze to the Lord of all, who has the power to transform even sorrow and pain into hope and new life.


In the sufferings that Saint John Paul II bore throughout his life, which were pronounced and widely visible at his life’s end, he taught us that there is meaning in suffering and that God draws near to those who struggle beneath the burden of the cross. Pope Benedict XVI, describing the ailing Saint John Paul II, explained how “he showed us that suffering accepted for love of Christ, for love of God and of others is a redeeming force, a force of love and no less powerful than the great deeds he accomplished in the first part of his Pontificate.”3


This book is inspired by both the messenger, Saint John Paul II, and the message of redemptive suffering that he teaches us in Salvifici Doloris. In many ways the chapters of this book follow the questions, challenges, and themes of that apostolic letter. Each chapter, therefore, builds upon the material that comes before it and helps to form a composite of the complex and compelling reality of human suffering.


While we all struggle to find an answer to the question of suffering in our own lives, the solution is not so simple. The Catechism of the Catholic Church explains that “only the Christian faith as a whole constitutes the answer to this question.”4 Our faith celebrates the amazing story of the God who created us in love and sent Christ into the world to find us when we became lost; in the most dramatic of ways Christ underwent the passion to redeem us and founded the Church to embrace the world with his message of salvation. This integral drama alone has the capacity to address the difficult and often overwhelming question of suffering. The chapters of this book attempt to unfold that drama and allow the reader to understand that God will stop at nothing to communicate his redemptive and healing love to those who suffer.


Finding God in Suffering is written with the individual person in mind and can serve as a personal guide through what may seem at times to be a labyrinth of suffering. It might also be helpful to read this book in groups, leaning on the assistance of others who can share our burden of suffering and help us to find the strength to move forward in faith.


In the chapters that follow, there are many different stories of suffering and of healing. Some are compelling anecdotes or tales from the lives of the saints; others are taken from literature. All of the stories are intended to help the reader enter more deeply into the greatest story ever told: the drama of the eternal Son of God who loved us and offered his life for us on Calvary.


What the teachings of our faith propose, and what the witness and writings of Saint John Paul II articulate, is not merely that there is a meaning in human suffering. More than that, they communicate the profound and mysterious truth that, even in suffering, we can find love. They present nothing less than this astounding paradox: in the cross of Jesus Christ, love has found us.










Part I


When We Suffer










Chapter 1


The Encounter with Suffering


Diagnosing the Disease


Kristin sits uncomfortably on the cold paper sheet that covers the cushioned examination table in her doctor’s office. The preliminary evaluation is over. She waits for the physician with mixed emotions: fear, impatience, resignation. In the last few weeks she has experienced several surprising episodes: tightness in her throat, shortness of breath, and the terrible feeling that she was going to be sick. It happened twice in the supermarket, and then again during a meeting at work. Something was wrong. Was it the onset of some terrible and debilitating illness?


She has explained it all to her doctor, who listened with careful attention and asked many questions. Some of them were about her health, while others seemed more personal. Oddly, she felt relieved responding to inquiries about her increased responsibilities at work and challenges at home that were weighing heavily upon her.


Finally, her physician returns and takes a seat beside the examination table. Kristin is fighting back tears, convinced that this will be very bad news. “Everything looks great so far,” the doctor says. “There are no major concerns.” Kristin sighs, expressing both relief and confusion. The doctor goes on to explain that Kristin may be suffering from increased anxiety and something called agoraphobia. She smiles and hands Kristin a small booklet with that strange name on the cover. “Let’s start with this,” she says. “We’ll call it homework for your health. It’s a different kind of medicine, but it has proven very helpful for the very thing you are struggling with. Look it over, and we can check back in a few weeks.” Kristin takes the booklet home and reads it, feeling consoled by the descriptions detailing her own personal experience. She is still facing a difficult climb. It is not the last time she will struggle with anxiety, but now that she knows more about what she is up against, her response from this point forward will be different, better.





Reading a book on suffering will not remove our difficulties and crosses any more than a booklet on agoraphobia will take away anxiety. But knowing more about suffering, and reflecting on the insights of the saints and the teachings of our faith, can help us to see what we are up against. More than that, we come to discover that we are not alone.


The experience of suffering is universal, indiscriminate, and often devastatingly cruel. Suffering can occur instantaneously or accumulate over time. It can manifest itself in a single moment or last for several years. Suffering can quickly lead to a sense of isolation as it generates conflict within our physical and spiritual lives, with those around us, and even with our understanding of the meaning of life. Thus, the world of human suffering, says Saint John Paul II, is a highly personal one in which “suffering seems almost inexpressible and not transferable.”5 One of the first non-starters counselors are taught to avoid is the platitude, “I know how you feel.” You don’t.


Within the experience of isolation and disorientation, “there inevitably arises the question: Why?”6 We often ask questions such as: Why is God allowing this to happen? Why is this taking place at this time in my life? Why am I suffering in this way?


Suffering may even challenge our belief in a good and loving God. In the opening part of the Summa Theologica, Saint Thomas Aquinas frames the argument with blunt precision: “The word ‘God’ means that He is infinite goodness. If, therefore, God existed, there would be no evil discoverable; but there is evil in the world. Therefore God does not exist.”7 At the surface, the argument seems somewhat simplistic. Aquinas himself will go on to refute it handily, offering several of his famous “proofs” for the existence of God. On a personal level, however, the case against God’s existence in the face of human suffering often gains surprising strength. Philosophical propositions do not always motivate us. Pain does.


When we try to make sense of suffering, we are not seeking scientific data nor analyzing the physical symptoms of some puzzling illness. What we are seeking is something much more innate and proper to humanity itself. In Salvifici Doloris, Saint John Paul II says that a more complete picture emerges when we are able to perceive the distinction between physical suffering and moral suffering.8 Physical suffering can accompany any of a number of illnesses and ailments, from chronic back pain to cancer. Another form of suffering related to the body is psychological suffering, which encompasses the entire spectrum of mental illness, from clinical depression to crippling neuroses.


Moral suffering, however, is different. Saint John Paul II describes moral suffering as “pain of the soul.”9 There is no prescription to alleviate that affliction; no therapy or surgery will correct or mitigate it. Moral suffering is pain of a spiritual nature. Witnessing a grave error in judgment or ethics in a leader or a revered family member could result in a moral injury; we may feel a sense of betrayal when we become the victim of another person’s transgressions. Likewise, we often suffer spiritual consequences for the sins that we freely commit. Moral suffering, in other words, produces a wound that is felt deep within the soul.


Recognizing the difference between physical suffering and moral suffering is important, because we are created by God as human persons, body and soul. God can and does speak to us through the sufferings that we experience and helps us to become aware of our need not for just a medical remedy but for the Divine Physician, Jesus Christ.


When suffering enters into our lives, it is perceived as an offense. This is personal. We rise up and protest because it is something keenly felt, and on a much deeper level than the merely physical. What we encounter when we come face to face with suffering is an experience of negativity. In a word, “Man suffers whenever he experiences any kind of evil.”10




	Where has suffering entered into my life? How has it touched my family or community?



	Have I honestly confronted God with the question of “Why?” What kinds of fears can hold me back?



	Where have I gone to seek a “remedy” for the wounds I have received in the past? Where do I desire to go in the future?






O God, you created us in love and made us for yourself. Our bodies and souls are a gift from you and you direct our lives so that we may share in your love and your life. In those places where we feel the wounds of the brokenness of this world, give us your strength and the healing that we long for. Help us to recognize you in the midst of our pain, and to know that you are near. We ask this in the name of Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.










Chapter 2


The Problem of Evil


Distortion of the Good


They call it “ground zero.” It is the precise place where a nuclear explosion impacts the surface of the earth. On August 6, 1945, three days after the bombing of Hiroshima, an atomic bomb was dropped on Nagasaki, Japan. The blast killed an estimated sixty thousand people, adding to the forty million civilian casualties already experienced in World War II. One of the youngest survivors of the Nagasaki bombing was Joseph Mitsuaki Takami, whose mother was pregnant with him at the time. Joseph was born seven months later and went on to pursue seminary studies as he discerned the call of God. He was ordained a Catholic priest in 1972. Saint John Paul II appointed him Archbishop of Nagasaki in 2003. He is an outspoken opponent of nuclear armament, having lived in the shadow of “ground zero” and witnessed its disastrous effects.


Another unlikely “survivor” of the Nagasaki blast is a statue of Saint Agnes from the Cathedral of the Immaculate Conception. Covered in the debris from that leveled church, which had stood half a kilometer from Nagasaki’s “ground zero,” that statue was driven deep enough below the surface during the initial blast that it was shielded from the intense heat and radiation emanating from the explosion. Today it stands in the United Nations Headquarters in New York City, a reminder not only of the futility and destructiveness of war, but of the faith and hope that endure through the fires of adversity.





The term “ground zero,” sadly, is not restricted to the nuclear destruction of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. It has been used to describe natural disasters like the 2004 tsunami in Indonesia, as well as the terrorist attacks at New York City on September 11, 2001. “Ground zero” is the point of impact, the place where tragedy has struck. It can be as devastating for an individual as for a nation. “Ground zero” is a phone call in the middle of the night. It is an unexpected medical diagnosis. It could be a failed marriage, a broken relationship, or the loss of a job. Suddenly things in our lives have changed and we are left wondering what went wrong.


Saint John Paul II insists that suffering is always caused by an experience of evil, which he defines as “a certain lack, limitation or distortion of the good.”11 Here he expresses clearly the traditional Catholic theology of evil as something always in relation to a good. We suffer when we do not have something we ought to have, when there is a lack of some legitimate good that has somehow been denied us. Peace and stability break down, resulting in war and destruction. A body that once exuded health and vigor is painfully compromised and now becomes the source of personal conflict. Maybe promises were made, vows exchanged, and instead of a shared happiness there is isolation and loneliness. When God created humanity, he declared that it was “very good” (Genesis 1:31). He created us for the good. When that intention is not realized, we suffer. God’s plan and the desire of the human heart are frustrated by evil.


The limitation and distortion of the good threatens much more than our personal happiness, though. While technology and science can often provide a more humane and sustainable existence, humanity has not always continued to advance on an ethical level. Saint John Paul II, who witnessed the destruction of his homeland in World War II and lived through its aftermath, speaks of “an incomparable accumulation of sufferings, even to the possible self-destruction of humanity.”12 He was referring specifically to the threat of nuclear war, but we can also think about the painful reality of what Pope Francis has referred to as the “Third World War fought in pieces.”13 There are so many places in the world today where peace is a far cry from the human experience and destruction has wreaked havoc on homeland and family life.


Whether we experience evil personally or perceive its threatening presence on a global scale, there can be no doubt that it leaves us vulnerable. Evil exposes the underbelly of humanity, and it is often accompanied by a disarming sense of our utter dependence. When we suffer and experience evil, we recognize all too well our shortcomings, our frailty, and our need for help. It is then, perhaps, that we are more open to assistance and help from God and those around us. We are finite, and nothing wakes us up to this reality more than suffering. C. S. Lewis describes the surprising, even positive implications of our vulnerability in terms of Christian faith. He notes how a recognition of our limitations, and even the painful reality of suffering, can become an opening for something else:


If the first and lowest operation of pain shatters the illusion that all is well, the second shatters the illusion that what we have, whether good or bad in itself, is our own and enough for us. Everyone has noticed how hard it is to turn our thoughts to God when everything is going well with us. We “have all we want” is a terrible saying when “all” does not include God. 14


Lewis is not naïve or callous in suggesting that God uses pain to speak to us. He acknowledges that pain, what he calls “God’s megaphone,”15 could also lead to bitterness and a rejection of God. What is important here is that pain can, and often does, draw our attention to a wider and more complex reality outside of ourselves. It would be incorrect to assume that God allows suffering just to get our attention, but pain does have the capacity to set us on a path outward.


Saint Augustine reminds us that our hearts are restless until they rest in God. It is the restless heart in the throes of suffering that seeks, and perhaps even demands, to discover the reasons behind the conflicts of everyday life. Time and again, we are driven by the sense that there must be more to suffering than we have yet been able to grasp. It is not enough for us to recognize that we are experiencing some lack or limitation of a good we ought to have. Instead, we want to know why. What we are searching for, ultimately, is meaning.




	Have I experienced a “ground zero” moment in my life? Have such moments in the world around me affected my life and relationships?



	Where do I see a lack or distortion of the good in the world around me? What is my initial reaction to this evil? What is the response I want to have?



	What are some ways I can invite God into the midst of the emptiness and pain in my life?






O God, Almighty Father, our lives are often fragile and vulnerable to the tragic moments of evil and sorrow that can happen in our world. It can be so difficult to find you in the darkness when everything seems to be moving in the wrong direction. Help us to recognize that you are present in our lives and calling out to us in our loneliness and pain. You are the light shining in our darkness. May we always place our faith, hope, and love in you. We ask this in the name of Jesus Christ, our Lord. Amen.










Chapter 3


Transcendence and Hope
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