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This Volume supports The Catechism of the Catholic Church, Part
Four – Christian Prayer
NOTE: All teachings in the Credible Catholic materials conform to the
Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) and help to explain the
information found therein. Father Spitzer has also included materials
intended to counter the viral secular myths that are leading religious people
of all faiths, especially millennials, to infer that God is no longer a credible
belief. You will find credible documented evidence for God, our soul, and
the resurrection of our Lord, Jesus Christ that your faith may be bolstered
and we may be able to counter the attack on our youth.
Part One from the CCC is titled, THE PROFESSION OF FAITH. The
first 5 Volumes in the Credible Catholic Big Books and Credible Catholic
Little Books fall into Part One. Part Two of the CCC is titled, THE
CELEBRATION OF THE CHRISTIAN MYSTERY. This is covered
involumes 6 through 12. Part Three of the CCC is LIFE IN CHRIST and
information related to this topic will be found in volumes 13 through 17.
Credible Catholic Big and Little Books volumes 18 through 20 will cover
Part Four of the CCC, Christian Prayer.
We all need to be Credible Catholics. St. Augustine said in his work,
The Literal Meaning of Genesis,
"Usually, even a non-Christian knows something about the earth,
the heavens and other elements... Now, it is a disgraceful and dangerous
thing for an infidel to hear a Christian, presumably giving the meaning
of Holy Scripture, talking nonsense on these topics; ...If they find a
Christian mistaken in a field which they themselves know well and hear
him maintaining his foolish opinions about our books, how are they
going to believe those books in matters concerning the resurrection of
the dead, the hope of eternal life, and the kingdom of heaven..."

If we can't respond to these secular myths, who will?
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Volume 19
Transforming Suffering through Faith and Prayer
Contending with suffering is an integral part of Christian spiritual life, and the Catholic Church
offers one of the richest theologies and spiritualities of suffering within the annals of human faith
and wisdom. We will give a brief overview of this theology and spirituality here – a fuller
discussion can be found in Fr. Spitzer’s book The Light Shines on in the Darkness: Transforming
Suffering through Faith.

Chapter One
Three Theological Underpinnings of the Christian View of Suffering
To understand the Christian view of suffering, we must first have a correct understanding of the
centrality of the Resurrection, of who God is, and of God’s action in suffering. If these are not
properly understood, then all of the other spiritual considerations will likely be confused and
rendered less effective. Studying these will not only make suffering more profitable, but life
considerably easier, so let’s take a look.

I. The Centrality of the Resurrection
Back to top
We’ll start by looking at the evidence for the resurrection, at the hope in our own resurrection,
and at some Christian insights about suffering and the Resurrection. Additional topics about
suffering and the Resurrection can be found in The Light Shines on in the Darkness (chapter 1).
I.A Evidence of the Resurrection
Since the resurrection is the context through which Christians should view suffering, we will
want to be as convinced as possible about its veracity. How can we achieve reasonable and
responsible belief in the resurrection? After all, it happened about 2,000 years ago. The basic
answer is belief in the apostolic testimony – because the apostles were eyewitnesses to it – and
are worthy of our trust. Yet for those who cannot “cross the threshold of belief” on this basis
alone, there are four other kinds of evidence directly accessible to us today. We looked at this
evidence in Volumes 2 and 3, but since the topic is so important to our consideration of
suffering, we’ll review all the evidence here.
First, why is the evidence of the apostle’s testimony trustworthy? The worthiness of the gospel
writers is indicated in the prosaic way they report Jesus’ miracles and resurrection. Rather than
embellishing the wondrous aspects (like the apocryphal gnostic gospels do, for instance) the
gospel writers display a more sober intent to tell the exact truth – even to the point of reporting
doubts that arose during Jesus’ risen appearances to the apostles. In fact, the gospel writers show
humility in reporting the insults leveled at Jesus, the failings and weaknesses of the apostles, and
other potentially embarrassing facts – putting the truth before the reputation of Christianity’s
foundational leaders. This honesty extends to the tone of the gospels - written not in a soft and
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flattering way to gain our approval, but rather in a challenging – almost “off-putting” way to help
us toward salvation – to call us out of self-delusion and darkness into the light of Christ’s love.
This challenging but earnest call can speak to our hearts and move us to want to join in the
mission of Christ. Though the truth of the heart is the foundation of faith, there may be some
who need extra confirmation of the mind, and so we encourage you to review the volumes cited
below from which we now summarize the four areas of contemporary evidence of the
resurrection.
The first area of evidence concerns criteria of historicity. In Volume 3 (Chapter Five) we
explained four kinds of evidence for the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection:
1. St. Paul’s list of witnesses to the resurrection who were still alive at the time of Paul’s
writing – witnesses who had everything to lose and nothing to gain by testifying to Jesus’
resurrection (Sections III.A and III.B).
2. N.T. Wright’s exploration of the failure of First Century messianic movements – and
Christianity’s starkly contrasting success. Can this be explained without the resurrection
and gift of the Holy Spirit? (Section IV.A).
3. N.T. Wright’s examination of the Christian mutations to Second Temple Judaism’s
Doctrine of Resurrection. How can these be explained without the disciples witnessing
the risen Christ, as the gospels reported? (Section IV.B).
4. The likelihood that Jesus’ tomb was empty and that the religious authorities knew this to
be true. Given the unlikelihood that Jesus’ disciples (or anyone else) would have stolen
His body –how did His body disappear? (Section V).
The second area of evidence concerns the Shroud of Turin – the purported burial cloth of Jesus.
This evidence is assessed in detail in Volume 3 (Chapter Eight). Some readers may think that the
cloth was debunked by the 1988 carbon testing, but the subsequent work of Dr. Raymond Rogers
and others show that the sample used for the tests was clearly not from the original Shroud, and
that the procedure to obtain the sample was seriously flawed. Moreover, recent dating procedures
by Dr. Raymond Rogers and Dr. Giulio Fanti (and his teams) indicate a dating very close to the
time of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection. In four separate dating procedures, these scientists
and engineers show that the cloth very probably originated around the time of Jesus’ crucifixion.
Fanti averaged his three tests (Fourier transformed infrared spectroscopy, Raman laser
spectroscopy, and mechanical tension compressibility tests) and obtained a mean of 33 B.C. -plus or minus 250 years – with 95% confidence (see Section II.B).
There are three other circumstantial dating methods which show almost conclusively that the
Shroud could not have originated in 13th or 14th Century France (as the 1988 carbon testing
supposedly showed):
•

Max Frei’s pollen samples (see Section II.C.1),

•

Alan Whanger’s digital photography of Roman coins (minted by Pontius Pilate in Judea
in 29 A.D.) on the eyes of the man in the Shroud (see Section II.C.2), and
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•

Remarkable similarities (120 blood imprints) between the Shroud of Turin and the
facecloth of Jesus – the Sudarium of Oviedo (see Section II.C.3)

In addition to the above, there is considerable evidence of a transphysical light phenomenon
(suggestive of Jesus’ transphysical resurrection) on the cloth (see Section III). The Cloth has
five enigmas that are very difficult to explain by any known physical process (listed in the Big
Book); in fact, the only way to produce the particular shallow coloration on the Shroud -without chemicals, vapors, or scorching – is by means of an incredibly short burst of vacuum
ultraviolet radiation – which requires an excimer laser. According to the research team that
replicated this method of coloration, creating the perfect photographic negative found on the
shroud would require 14,000 excimer lasers producing a burst of one-forty-billionth of a second
of intense light (with a magnitude of several billion watts) emitted from every 3-dimensional
point within a mechanically transparent body.
In view of the fact that no known physical process can explain how a decaying corpse could
produce such an intense, short burst, and all-encompassing light form, the Shroud of Turin is
very probably the burial cloth of Jesus – and it has imprinted on it what appears to be a relic of
His resurrection, corroborating the Gospel and Pauline accounts of Jesus’ changed body.
The third area of evidence concerns recent medical studies of near death experiences, explained
at length in Volume 2 (Chapter One). There are several important longitudinal studies of near
death experiences worthy of consideration (listed in the Big Book), and such studies detail three
major ways of verifying the survival of human consciousness after bodily death:
Reported Veridical Data. Frequently, during near death experiences, the transphysical
component leaves the body, but does not go immediately to an other-worldly domain. Instead, it
remains in the resuscitation room or otherwise near the body. This transphysical component is
self-conscious and can see, hear, and remember. Sometimes patients will report observing
unusual details during their experience – when such reports are able to be verified by
independent researchers, they are termed “veridical”. (See Section III.A)
Visual Perception of the Blind during Clinical Death. Ring, Cooper, and Tart (1999), and van
Lommel (2001) did focused studies on the near death experiences of the blind - patients who do
not have the capacity to see through their physical bodies, report visual data accurately about
their experiences during clinical death. (See Section III.B) This data is virtually impossible to
explain through any current physical hypothesis such as hallucination, anoxia, temporal lobe
stimulation, or narcotics (see Section IV).
Meeting Deceased Persons in a Transphysical Domain. Many patients undergoing clinical
death are moved from the physical world to an other-worldly or heavenly domain. Some are
greeted by deceased relatives or friends, Jesus, or a loving white light. Often relatives share
information unknown to the patient that others can subsequently verify. (See Section III.C)
The above evidence – and the thousands of verified cases in these studies – indicate that it is
highly probable that human consciousness can and does survive physical death. The evidence
furthermore corroborates some of Jesus’ claims about life after physical death:
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1. The transphysical state of patients is not conditioned by physical laws (they can pass
through walls, they are unaffected by gravity, etc.). The risen Jesus manifested these
same qualities (e.g., Jn. 20:19).
2. The bodies of patients are transformed and spirit-like – resembling some of the features
attributed to Jesus’ risen body in the Gospel resurrection narratives (e.g., Lk. 24:37),
though not having Jesus’ appearance of divinity .
3. About 99% of patients who have and recall a near death experience unreservedly
indicate that it is filled with love. This correlates with Jesus’ teaching about the
unconditional love of God and the unconditional love and joy of eternal life (a major
theme in the Gospel of John).
The fourth area of evidence concerns the miracles done in the name of the risen Jesus and
through the intercession of the mother of Jesus. This evidence is examined in Volume 3 (Chapter
9). Recall that the meteoric rise of Christianity, in the face of the public humiliation and
execution of its messiah, required a sufficient historical cause – since it was so unlike every other
messianic movement whose messiah was killed. N.T. Wright, Raymond Brown, and John P.
Meier show that this sufficient cause is both the resurrection of Jesus and the apostles’ power to
perform healings and miracles in Jesus’ name. If Jesus had not risen from the dead, and if He
had not preached the truth about His Father and the resurrection, then how could His name have
such remarkable power in the apostolic church until this very day? Scholars such as Craig
Keener have chronicled hundreds of modern, medically documented miracles occurring through
the power of the Holy Spirit in Jesus’ name. We have also surveyed evidence of miracles done
through the intercession of Mary the Mother of Jesus, including those vetted by the rigorous
International Medical Committee of Lourdes (Section I.B) and scientifically-validated miracles
concerned with our Lady of Guadalupe (Section I.A.), Our Lady of Fatima (Section I.C.), three
contemporary saints (Section II), and a contemporary Eucharistic miracle overseen by Pope
Francis (Section III).
If we are open to the salvation and message of Jesus, the combined evidence for life after bodily
death and Jesus’ resurrection will likely form a reasonable and responsible basis for belief in our
resurrection. This is precisely what is required to enter into the Christian view of suffering. If
you continue to be in doubt about the resurrection (eternal life in unconditional love), we
recommend reviewing the volumes and chapters mentioned above, as well as the scientific and
medical sources they reference.
I.B Hope in Our Resurrection
Before discussing the nature of our risen life, it is important to note that if we seek God with a
sincere heart, and try in our actions to do His will according to the dictates of our conscience, we
should have confidence that the unconditional love of Jesus and His Father will bring us to the
promised resurrection. We should not doubt that the Lord will forgive us as many times as we
have failed, just as the tax collector in Jesus’ parable received God’s mercy when he prayed
contritely (Luke 18).
St. Paul understood how important this confidence in the unconditional love of God is – not only
for the sake of warding off discouragement and despair, but also for interpreting the cross
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(suffering) in our lives. In Romans 8, he argues that if God allowed His Son to sacrifice Himself
completely for us, then there is nothing that He would not do to save us and bring us to eternal
life. Paul goes further: nobody else, not even the evil spirits, can successfully block us from
God’s salvific intention. Therefore, if we try to do God’s will as Jesus taught us, and ask
sincerely for forgiveness when we have failed to do so, then God’s salvific intention will lead us
to His kingdom. We should have confidence in this – particularly during times of suffering.
In Eph 3, 17-21, St. Paul prays that we will know the breadth and length and height and depth of
Christ’s love, which is the fullness of God; for if we gain a mere glimmer of this love – which is
beyond all knowledge – we will know with confidence that God will do far more to bring us to
His eternal salvation than “we can possibly ask or think.”
When we are suffering acutely, we will want to make recourse to this radical hope in God’s
loving intent to save us. Anything less could cause us to falter at the very moment we must
believe in our risen glory with Him.
I.C Three Christian Insights into the Resurrection and Suffering
First Christian Insight: Suffering is Completely Redeemed in the Resurrection
The first and most foundational Christian insight concerns the redemption of suffering in the
eternal life of unconditional love. Our life is eternal, and intended by Jesus to be unconditional
love and joy. Therefore our life in the physical universe is but a mere blip on the landscape of
eternity. As noted in the previous section, the Christian Church teaches that all people who
choose to seek God and try to do God’s will in this life will be led into the resurrection of
unconditional love. When the choice is made – and when Christians put their faith in Jesus – this
life can no longer be ultimately tragic. Jesus promised that all suffering would be transformed
into perfect love and joy in His Kingdom, meaning that even the worst of disasters will be
perfectly redeemed for all eternity.
Second Christian Insight: The Purpose of Suffering
For Christians, the redemption of suffering in an eternal life of unconditional love is not the
whole story. Suffering has a significant purpose in this life — it helps us move toward that
eternal salvation. As we’ll discuss in Chapter Four below, suffering provides the impetus for six
major opportunities:
1. It can shock us out of a superficial Level 1-2 purpose and identity, and point the way to a
Level 3–4 purpose and identity.
2. It provides the impetus to grow in our faith and deepen our trust in God – which leads to
our salvation, and frequently to the salvation of others.
3. It provides the conditions for need and interdependence, which in turn incites the call to
serve and contribute to others and to make the world a better place.
4. It provides the impetus to grow in natural virtues – endurance, courage, fortitude,
prudence, rationality, and temperance.
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5. It provides the impetus to purify and deepen our love (agapē) -- particularly in empathy,
humility, forgiveness, compassion, and the “acceptance of compassion.”
6. It provides the conditions for building the Kingdom of God on earth, bringing hope and
the Good News of salvation to the world.
Each of these six opportunities has a “self-definitional” quality. Were it not for suffering,
we would not have the same impetus to move beyond a self-centric nature -- we would be left
without the challenges that call us to courage, effort, commitment, and love.
Thus, even though suffering causes pain, loss, grief, and other negative emotional states, Jesus
did not view it as essentially negative because in the context of faith it can lead toward our and
others’ salvation. St. Paul develops this theology of “positive suffering” in two major passages.
The first concerns the role of suffering in developing natural virtue:
We rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and endurance
produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not put us to shame,
because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit who has been
given to us (Rom 5: 3-5).
St. Paul’s perspective is that suffering plus faith will lead to virtue and love – and ultimately
salvation. Virtues like endurance, character, and hope open us to the love of God, to an increase
in trust, and to a deepening of our own capacity for love.
The second passage concerns the role of suffering in teaching us to avoid pride in our strength
and instead trust in God’s power:
And to keep me from being too proud by the abundance of revelations, a thorn was given
me in the flesh, an angel of Satan, to torment me. Three times I besought the Lord about
this, that it should leave me; but he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my
power is made perfect in weakness.’ I will all the more gladly boast of my weaknesses,
that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am content with
weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities; for when I am weak, then I
am strong (2Cor 12:7-10).
Paul’s thorn in the flesh is very probably a physical infirmity (many exegetes believe that he had
significant problems with his vision), and the suffering from this infirmity brings him two
benefits:
•

It prevents him from becoming conceited (proud).

•

His weaknesses are the means through which Jesus’ power is perfected within him.

For St. Paul, there are far worse things than suffering—namely, the darkness of pride and
conceit, which could give him the false impression that he was more important than others and
his life more valuable than others. So, Paul felt incredibly blessed by the Lord to be given his
thorn in the flesh—which caused him to stumble, be embarrassed, and be dependent on others.
Moreover, his thorn opened him to the strength and grace of Christ – helping him toward his
salvation while making him a light to others’ salvation.
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Third Christian Insight: Unconditional Love and the Absence of Suffering in the
Resurrection
In the Book of Revelation, the prophetic author states, “He will wipe away every tear from their
eyes, and death shall be no more . . . Behold, I make all things new” (Rev 21: 4-5). This New
Testament teaching is validated, interestingly, in thousands of accounts of near death
experiences. Those who have “crossed over to the other side” in near death experiences report
almost universally that “overwhelming love” is the primary characteristic of their experience.
Frequently, these individuals are taken up into a loving white light; others experience the love of
families, friends, even Jesus Himself.
This view of heaven contextualizes the suffering we endure on this earth. It shows that we will
be brought to fulfillment in our souls and bodies, in our consciousness and love, with family and
friends, and in the splendor of God.
The removal and redemption of pain and suffering in the afterlife was promised by Jesus -“Blessed are the sorrowing, for they shall be consoled” (Mt. 5: 4) and “Come to me all you who
are toiling and are burdened, and I will give you rest” (Mt 11:28) – and is explicitly mentioned in
the accounts of many near death experiences. See the Big Book for an extended example in the
story of Linda Stewart, whose pain-wracked life under a debilitating illness took a dramatic turn
during her near death experience. Linda experienced precisely what is promised by Jesus and
expressed in the Book of Revelation. Her physical pain and debilitation was transformed into
peace and warmth which permeated her senses; her depression and malaise was transformed by a
sense of being unconditionally loved, and her spiritual pain which came from a misconception
about God was replaced by the overwhelming awareness that God is perfect love and that He is
one with Jesus Christ.
Belief in Jesus’ promise to remove and redeem all suffering – and bring us into a domain of
perfect love and joy is essential to the Christian experience of “suffering well.” When we affirm
this truth, suffering can no longer be ultimately tragic. Yes – it can produce terrible pain, grief,
loneliness, emptiness, fear and frustration – but these negative states are only temporary if we
believe in the resurrection, and put the redemption of our suffering into the hands of the loving
God.
This is why we reviewed the evidence for the resurrection in Section I.A above – the truth of the
resurrection is what gives suffering meaning. As St. Paul says, our faith would be futile if Christ
was not raised from the dead (1 Cor 15:12-17). But if we have hope in eternal life, suffering in
this life becomes not only meaningful but even helpful, leading to the purification of our love
and faith, and ultimately to our and others’ salvation.

II. Who God is and is Not—A Review
Back to top
Our hope in eternal life can also be compromised if we have a false understanding of God. A
misinterpretation of the heart and person of God the Father will almost certainly undermine faith
in Him, and thereby the efficacy of suffering toward authentic love and salvation. In Volume 4,
we gave a synopsis of Jesus’ proclamation of the unconditional love of God in Chapter 3, and in
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Chapter 6 we examined six false notions of God that are inconsistent with Jesus’ preaching and
His image of the father of the Prodigal Son. These “non-Christian” false notions of God are:
1. The angry God.
2. The payback God.
3. The domineering God.
4. The disgusted God.
5. The terrifying God.
6. The stoic or indifferent God.
If you do not remember Jesus’ teaching on God’s unconditional love, or if you are troubled by
any of these false notions of God, it is recommended that you review these chapters before
proceeding. (You can learn, for instance, why some of these notions are found in the Old
Testament before being superseded by Jesus’ teaching.)
Editor’s Note: For a much fuller presentation of Who God is and Is Not, consult Chapter 2 of
The Light Shines on in the Darkness.

III. Four Theological Misinterpretations of God’s Actions in Suffering
Back to top
In addition to misinterpretations of who God is, there are also misinterpretations specifically
about God’s action in suffering that we will want to address. We will give a brief overview of
four misinterpretations in this section. (A fuller account can be found in Chapter 3 of The Light
Shines on in the Darkness.)
III.A First Misinterpretation: Suffering is God’s Punishment for Sin
Job 3:1–25 represents a view of suffering widely held in Israel before the time of Jesus – namely
that suffering is the result of God’s punishment for our sins. When Job doesn’t understand why
he, ostensibly a just man, is suffering so much, his friends tell him that he must have some fault
that brought his afflictions on him. In this view, if an innocent person is suffering, they either
don’t realize how sinful they really are, or they are being punished for the sins of their father (or
grandfather, or great grandfather – God can punish someone’s sins down to the fourth
generations: Ex. 34:6-7; Deut 5:8-10; Lev 26:39). God is thus not responsible for the suffering
of the innocent but simply administering strict justice – the real blame lies with the sinful
relative.
Jesus supersedes this Old Testament view because it is incompatible with (1) His view of God
(the Father) as unconditional love, (2) His view that the highest interior virtue is compassion
(care for sinners as well as the needy), and (3) His view of the perfection of love—agapē – as
“love of enemies.” Jesus formally abandons the idea of suffering as punishment for sin and says
that God causes rain (something negative) to fall on both the righteous and sinners, and that God
causes His sun to shine (something positive) on both sinners and the righteous (Mt 5:45).
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III.B Second Misinterpretation: Suffering is the Result of Original Sin – Nothing More
The Gospels and the Book of Job never make an appeal to the sin of Adam or the fall to explain
suffering. Instead, the Book of Job appeals to the testing of people by Satan, the punishment of
sinful people by God, the medicinal and pedagogical benefits of suffering, and the mystery and
incomprehensibility of suffering. Jesus supersedes the first two reasons, and comprehensively
enhances the other two. Jesus and the Christian Church teach three major benefits of suffering:
1. Suffering helps us to reach for higher meaning, deeper love, and eternal salvation (see
Chapter Four below).
2. Our choices in the midst of suffering and death help us to define our eternal identity (see
Chapter Four below).
3. Suffering can be turned into self-sacrificial love for the redemption of the world in
imitation of Jesus (see Chapter Five below).
Apparently, the sin of Adam is not the whole reason for human suffering. The sin of Adam
causes the fall of human nature, disrupting its original state of harmony with God, other
humans (i.e., Eve), and nature, and introducing a state of hardship in these relationships. But
God gave the discipline of the law, of hard work, and of prudence to allow us to mitigate
these hardships, so we might still lead lives that are reasonably happy - experiencing
moments of peace amidst conflict and war, and moments of surplus amidst times of drought
and severe weather.
Why then do the just, like Job, who follow these disciplines and try to lead a good life,
sometimes find themselves in terrible suffering and destitution? The perfunctory comment
—“You’re suffering because of the sin of Adam” doesn’t answer this question satisfactorily.
We must look to Jesus’ more comprehensive account of the meaning of suffering, discussed
in Chapters Four and Five, below.
III.C Third Misinterpretation: God Wills the Events that Cause Suffering
This misinterpretation of suffering also has its origins in the earlier strands of the Old Testament
in which it is presumed that God is directly responsible for everything that happens in the world.
If we assume this without making an accommodation for the relative independence of individual
free will and the forces of nature, then it would seem that God directly wills all the events that
cause suffering.
But Jesus says that God causes the rain to fall and the sun to shine equitably, on both the just and
unjust (Mt 5:45) suggesting that God doesn’t typically change the normal course of natural
events to reward the good and punish the unjust. According to the contemporary scientific
worldview, God does not directly cause the sun to rise and the rain to fall. He could do these
things, but prefers instead that they be generated by a series of secondary causes which operate
through the natural laws and constants He designed and infused in the universe at its creation.
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This idea of “secondary causation” was discovered by St. Thomas Aquinas, who reconciled
Aristotle’s four causes with the requirements for human freedom and the existence of chance
events. Aquinas argued that God could not be the direct cause of every action in the world –
otherwise, chance and human freedom would be impossible. Aquinas concluded that God (the
First Cause) created the natural world so that various objects could be oriented toward their
proper ends without His direct causal intervention.
This central idea provided the intellectual framework for the emergence of natural science. In
contemporary physics, Big Bang cosmology indicates that the parameters of all causation and
natural objects were infused in the universe at the Big Bang 13.8 billion years ago. Though the
whole universe must be brought into being and sustained in being by God (the First Cause), the
forces in the universe can act toward their proper ends without His direct causal intervention.
Of course, God can intervene directly in these natural laws by causing a miracle. We must
assume He does this only sparingly, though: if miraculous interference was frequent, our
freedom to make rational plans about the future would be compromised because we would not
know what to expect. If we incorrectly expect God to interfere every few minutes with the course
of natural events, it will lead to a belief that God directly causes pain, deprivation, and calamities
when in reality He is letting nature follow its course so we can act freely in an intelligible world.
God does perform miracles, but within the framework of certain objectives: promoting people’s
salvation, preserving people’s freedom, and properly alleviating people’s suffering. In some
cases, a miracle might undermine such objectives. We’ve already mentioned the issue of
freedom if miracles interrupt the possibility of rational expectations, and we’ll see in later
chapters that there can be salvific benefits to challenges and weaknesses, benefits that we would
lose if every occasion of suffering was miraculously averted.
So what is a wise way to approach suffering caused by natural forces? First, assume God did not
directly cause it. Second, assume a miracle is not essential for our salvation and so God decides
instead to maintain the natural order. Third, ask God to alleviate your suffering within the
framework of his other objectives: our and others’ salvation, the preservation of our and others’
freedom, and the alleviation of others’ suffering. If we keep ourselves focused on the way the
Holy Spirit really works, we will be surprised—not by natural forces taking their natural
course—but by supernatural grace bringing its immense scope of salvation and freedom into our
life.
(It is of course, possible for God to directly cause suffering, particularly if someone is on a
destructive path and the suffering could help lead to salvation, as in the case of St. Paul being
temporarily blinded. But such examples are hard to find as most of the suffering we encounter
comes from the usual non-divine causes – our choices, others’ choices, and nature.)
III.D Fourth Misinterpretation: If God were Present in our Suffering, We Could See His
Efficacious Actions
There is one truth we must believe in – and never abandon no matter what our feelings indicate –
when one door closes due to suffering, weakness, or grief, the Holy Spirit is opening other doors
that will lead to our interior purification of faith and love, to our salvation, and to our ability to
minister to others. The only problem is that the Holy Spirit understands the vast array of
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possibilities in the present and the future, the depths of our and others’ minds and hearts, and the
needs of the kingdom of God and the common good, but we do not.
We need the humility to recognize that we cannot possibly know how God is operating through
our and others’ suffering, because we do not understand perfectly our and others’ past, present
and future, the path to our and others’ salvation, the preservation of our and others’ freedom, and
the alleviation of our and others’ suffering. When we recognize the infinite wisdom and power
of God, we accept our inability to understand fully who He is, how He thinks, and how He
works. It is like praying “I will defer to your judgment Lord, because I do not understand your
unsurpassable mind and power.”
We also need the faith to trust in both the power and loving intent of God even when we cannot
see how he is operating. Jesus invites us into the heart of God by revealing his name (his
essence) to be Abba (Daddy)--the father of the prodigal son. He goes even further when he
implies that we can know the heart of the Father enough to trust that He would not do anything
contrary to perfect love, and our salvation. This trust—working with the grace of God—can
reduce, and sometimes dispel, fear, grief, abandonment, isolation, anger and resentment. It can
grow so profoundly that we not only believe in God’s presence and grace in our suffering--we
know it—we become aware of His peace, sensing that everything is going to be okay—
everything is going to be brought into the love and consolation of God’s eternal salvation, in his
own way, in his own time—if we but trust in Him.

Chapter Two
Why Would an all-Loving God Allow Suffering?
Back to top
You might be wondering -- If God intends to redeem every aspect of suffering in His
unconditional love, why didn’t He simply eliminate the possibility of suffering altogether so we
could avoid pain and He wouldn’t have to redeem it?
There are several reasons why God allows suffering to occur in the world, but all of them,
according to the Christian view, are linked to the advancement and free appropriation of love
(and with it, the advancement of our salvation). Let’s consider the three major sources of
suffering:
1.

Suffering caused by our decisions about happiness, purpose, and identity

2.

Suffering caused by other people or groups

3.

Suffering caused by natural forces (e.g., tsunamis, disease, old age).

We talked in depth about the first kind in Volume 13 (Chapters Three and Five), where we
looked at the unhappiness and emptiness we feel if we focus on Level 2 happiness (remember the
Comparison Game?) or reject transcendent purpose. As we saw, the pain we suffer in these
cases can be positive, as it may be the only path leading us to overcome superficiality and make
progress towards our true fulfillment in love and transcendent purpose. Since this cause of
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suffering has been discussed, we’ll spend this chapter examining the other two causes - other
people and natural forces.
Before we do, we want to keep in mind the fundamental revelation of Jesus -- that God does not
passively look upon our suffering. Like the father of the prodigal son, He empathizes with our
pain, involves Himself in our lives (if we allow Him to) and guides us through that pain to His
Kingdom of unconditional love. God may be compared to unconditionally loving parents who
would rather rush out in front of their children to “take the hit” for them instead of allowing them
to take the hit themselves . . . but they know that wisdom requires them to step back and allow
their children to experience the hard world that will develop them in virtue, contribution and
love.
God allows suffering to occur in the world (for the reasons mentioned below), but His intention
is to transform it into love. If He does not do this now, He could do it later in this world, and if
He does not do that, He will do it in the eternal world to come. The key idea to remember is that
God has an eternal perspective and that He will transform all suffering in this world into love for
all eternity – if we let Him.
The only completely tragic kind of suffering is the one we can inflict on ourselves if we freely
choose to reject love and exclude ourselves from God and the blessed – the pain of hell.
Otherwise, even incredible tragedies, like the death of a child, are not ultimately and completely
tragic, they are only partially and temporarily so, because the temporary loss and grief that
parents feel in such circumstances is already compensated in the life of the child by God
bestowing unconditional love upon him or her in His heavenly kingdom. (Even while God
simultaneously feels the grief of the loving parents, and will feel it for as long as the parents
experience it.)
Therefore, in the Christian view, suffering is complex. It includes the genuine experience of deep
grief, loss, and pain – as well as the experience – arising out of faith -- of God redeeming that
suffering completely and eternally. It also includes an experience of peace and consolation – if
we choose it, a myriad of opportunities to grow in faith, love, and service – if we focus on them,
and the inspiration, protection and guidance of the Holy Spirit – if we are attentive to Him.
Grappling with grief and hope at the same time can be incredibly difficult, but as St Paul reminds
us in a remarkable passage (Romans 8:18-27) – “I consider that the sufferings of this present
time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.”
As we investigate the rationale for why God would allow suffering caused by human agents and
an imperfect world, there’s certainly a concern one might find such a presentation to be too
philosophical, too cold, and too detached from the real emotion and sadness of suffering. That’s
why we begin by keeping to mind God’s personal care in our suffering, and the complex feelings
of grief and eternal hope with which we experience it.

16

CCLB - Volume 19 - Transforming Suffering through Faith and Prayer

I. Why Does God Allow Humans to Cause Suffering?
Back to top
Why would an unconditionally loving God allow human beings to cause suffering to one
another? Because love requires the freedom to be unloving, and “unlove” frequently causes
suffering.
Imagine if we did not have the capacity to choose unloving behaviors – it would seem the world
would be better because we wouldn’t have to worry about hurting anyone through selfishness,
pride, anger, jealousy-, or any other unloving disposition. But the unfortunate part about choice
is that we must have both options—choice is not choice if we can only do one of two possible
options. So in this scenario, we would also be incapable of love; we would be mere robots.
Here then is the dilemma – God could create a perfectly loving programmed being (incapable of
initiating love)—or an imperfectly loving being capable of choosing and initiating love (as well
as choosing and initiating “unlove”). Since the first condition excludes the second condition (and
vice versa), God can only choose one of them—because He is limited by the exclusive nature of
the conditions He Himself freely created.
(God has the power to create either kind of finite creature, but He cannot create a contradiction –
a being which can and cannot initiate love in the same respect at the same time. By creating
finitude, God creates exclusions intrinsic to that finitude which he cannot overcome – they are
built into the nature of finitude itself.)
Evidently, God was not interested in creating a perfectly loving robot. God wanted to create
beings in His own image and likeness – beings who could be in a freely loving relationship with
Him and others throughout eternity. In order for God to create beings capable of initiating love,
He had to give them the capacity for free choice, which requires giving them self-consciousness
(to be aware of themselves over against others) and the power of empathy (to connect naturally
with others). They would also require intelligence, a conscience (to recognize the distinction
between good and evil), and transcendental awareness so they could enter into a relationship
with God Himself.
Beautiful and loving as God’s objective is, it presents an incredible risk, for He has given us
immense power in our self-consciousness, intelligence, free will, and transcendental awareness
to do tremendous evil, if we choose to turn these powers in an egocentric (instead of loving)
direction. Though God intended to redeem the suffering brought about by human evil, He could
not prevent it without destroying the freedom necessary for love. Note that God does not create
the actuality of suffering in the world, but only the possibility of suffering, by creating agents
who have the real choice, the real power to act contrary to love.
As noted above, God must create this possibility; otherwise, He could not create a free agent, and
therefore, could not create a loving being. The possibility of unlove is the price of creating the
possibility of self-initiated love – and God paid the price – not only in creating human freedom,
but also in the redemption He would actualize through the incarnation, death, and resurrection of
His Beloved Son.
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II. Why God Allows Nature to Cause Suffering
Back to top
It is somewhat easier to understand why God would allow suffering to occur through human
agents than through nature. Couldn’t God have created the natural order to be perfect –
eliminating the possibility of need, weakness, pain, and similar suffering by creating completely
self-sufficient beings in a world of perfectly abundant resources?
The brief answer lies in the fact that a perfect natural order would leave no room for need,
weakness, and vulnerability; yet these kinds of suffering (coming from seeming defects of
nature) frequently open the way to many positive human characteristics -- perhaps the most
important characteristics -- such as (1) identity transformation, (2) natural virtues, (3)
compassionate love (Agapē), (4) interdependence and human community, (5) the possibility of
contributing to others and the common good, and (6) the possibility of contributing to the
kingdom of God. We will be looking at these in depth in Chapter Four below.
Recall St. Paul’s “thorn in the side” – his weakness helped him avoid getting trapped in an
egocentric reliance on himself and led him instead to find true strength in Christ. Even for
people who have not yet discovered Christ, there are three universal messages intrinsic to an
imperfect world that carry valuable life lessons. As we will see, God’s plan is for suffering to
help everyone, a plan illustrated both in these universal messages and in the more explicitlyrevealed Christian view.
II.A Three Universal Messages Intrinsic to an Imperfect World
The formation of our identity is the main purpose of life—for it will determine the kind of person
we will become and the kind of eternity we will pursue. If God is unconditionally loving (as
Jesus has proclaimed), then He would want to bestow His eternal unconditional love to all people
who pursue Him and act according to their conscience—whether they believe in an
unconditionally loving God or not. And if this is God’s plan, then He would have to create all
people in a world that provides the messages and fundamental options needed to shape our
identity and eternity toward justice or injustice, service or exploitation, compassion or
heartlessness, and worship or self-idolatry.
It would seem that God placed every person--belonging to every religion and culture--within an
imperfect world to present three messages necessary for shaping our identity and eternity; we
will now briefly discuss each of these messages.
II.A.1 We are Not God (or gods)
Our imperfect human condition and world makes one thing perfectly clear in virtually every
religion—we are not gods. Virtually every religion makes a distinction between us—who are
mortal, and comparatively weak—and God (or the gods) who are eternal and comparatively
stronger. The vast majority of people throughout ancient and modern culture combine their
experience of the numinous (an interior awareness of the divine) with their experience of the
imperfect physical world—and conclude that we are immersed in a profane environment which
needs to be sacralized—made holy—by the Divine. They also conclude that the Divine does
break through into the profane world, makes it sacred, and creates a sacred time and place to
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which we can draw close to share in its holiness. (See Volume 2 for Mircea Eliade’s research on
historical views of the sacred and profane and for Rudolph Otto’s research on the Numinous
Experience.)
Thus, the imperfect world presents us with a key parameter about who we are and how we relate
to the Divine—we are not the Divine, but we need to draw close to the Divine to share in its
holiness and to fulfill our transcendent nature. Though we recognize the spark of divinity within
us, we also recognize our creatureliness, humility, and our desire and need for the Divine.
As Eliade notes, some modern people mistakenly believe that scientific and social scientific
method can give a complete explanation of human nature, and in so doing have unjustifiably
excluded from reality everything that these two methods cannot explain. Beyond the intellectual
problem of this error of omission, this viewpoint has alienated people from their transcendental
and religious nature. To the extent that we do not recognize our religious nature, we will also be
unable to understand suffering, and the imperfect physical world causing suffering.
Religious people do not see the imperfect physical world as “all there is,” but rather as a profane
place into which the sacred has entered to call us toward itself—and in most cases to a reality
beyond this life and the physical world. In contrast, modern non-religious people do not view
the imperfect physical world within the context of the Divine horizon—yet many persist in
asking the question, “Why would an all-loving God create an imperfect world producing
suffering?” Since “God” is merely hypothetical, they are not aware of His intention to bestow on
us an eternal life of unconditional goodness or love. They see a radical dichotomy between
suffering and love, concluding that an unconditionally loving God would not allow suffering—
when in fact suffering is often the path that leads us out of egocentrism and onto a path to our
eternal destiny of love. Ironically, the only way we can see the opportunities suffering provides
to the pursuit of love is to embark on a journey toward the Sacred – God – and to find our
ultimate fulfillment through Him.
The humility engendered by an awareness of a divine sacred reality outside ourselves is also
important for building a just community. Without an imperfect human condition and world,
individual egos would likely go unchecked—with each person vying for the highest level of selfdeification. The imperfect world is even more significant in the Christian viewpoint, because it
reveals who we truly are (called to eternal unconditional love by God) which gives us the
opportunity to choose our identity for eternity.
Whatever our religion—Christian or non-Christian—the imperfect world—and the suffering
coming from it—is an essential help to moving us to our true, good, and loving transcendental
nature.
II.A.2 The Call to Develop our Natural Abilities and Virtues
The imperfect human condition and world provides a second essential message to people of all
cultures and religions—it tells us that life is not going to be easy, and that we—and the human
spirit—will have to rise to the occasion and deal with the challenges confronting us with
strength, hard work, resilience, courage, and prudence (the natural virtues). This presents us
with yet another irony—we need hardship, suffering, and challenge to actualize the full potential
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of our human spirit. Our imperfect condition and world incite us to find from within ourselves
the spirit and energy to meet, fight, and overcome challenges.
A purely hostile world would of course be joyless and overwhelming. But a world that is
essentially benevolent and beautiful, but not perfectly so, is a setting where the human spirit can
come alive, find its inner resilience in the midst of challenges, and actualize itself in overcoming
them. Once the human spirit has been lifted out of dormancy into the light of self-possession,
self-expression, etc., it will not lose these qualities—even throughout eternity, so even this
“partially unfriendly” world need only be temporary.
Why is it that some people seem to have more than their fair share of these hardships and
challenges—and some less? The answer seems to lie in natural causes (e.g. climate and
environment) as well as human causes (e.g. family conditions and poor responses to natural
crises). In God’s eternal plan, such inequities in the imperfect world are only temporary
conditions of darkness within an infinitely extending perfect light. In Section II.B.4 below, we’ll
look at the opportunities people can find in greater hardship. And in the Christian view, there is
an additional purpose for an imperfect world and its inequities – the call to loving service. When
we see that one person has more than their fair share of burdens, hardships, and challenges, it is
incumbent upon us to help alleviate them to the extent that we can—by giving of our time,
advice, resources, love, and prayers—or to find other avenues of relief where possible. For
Christians, all such inequities of burdens and challenges will be ultimately and completely
redressed in the Kingdom of God in accordance with Jesus’ proclamation, “Blessed are the
sorrowing (mourning), for they shall be consoled” (Mt 5:4).
The imperfect world also calls forth four essential natural virtues in all religions and cultures—
diligent work, fortitude, courage, and prudence. Diligent work is naturally called for when
overcoming obstacles, and helps avoid slothfulness. Fortitude is “stick-to-itness”—the inner
resolve to keep going and pushing in the midst of obstacles and resistance. Courage is the ability
to face fear in a detached and rational fashion; we have to learn how to resist panic to summon
rationality and to act decisively in our own defense—and when we do, we discover and actualize
our human spirit in deeper and greater ways. Prudence is practical know-how arising out of
training, education, and ingenuity. As with loving service, the suffering of others that occasions
the development of these natural virtues is only meaningful in an eternal, Christian perspective:
these inequitable sufferings will not ultimately be unfair—for they will be transformed into
unconditional life, love, and joy, if we “seek God with a sincere heart…and try in [our] actions to
do his will as [we] know it through the dictates of [our] conscience” (Lumen Gentium, Ch II,
sect. 16).
One caution applies to these virtues. Unfortunately the above four natural virtues are not selfregulating—they only help to release interior strength, but they do not show us how best to use
that strength exteriorly—in our relationships with others and the Divine. Thus, if they are not
complemented by other virtues, such as piety, justice, and love (i.e., humility, empathy, and
compassion), they can actually encourage extreme egocentricity and even ruthlessness (as many
hard working, committed, courageous, and ingenious tyrants throughout history demonstrate.)
These natural virtues must be balanced with the other two messages of the imperfect world—“we
are not God or gods” (see above Section II.A.1) and “we are parts of an interdependent
community” (see below Section II.A.3). We need to recognize that even with the strength we
acquire from natural virtues, we are still beholden to our Creator and we are beholden to other
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people in our community (an interdependent network that each of us, no matter how talented,
depends on from the day we are born).
In sum, the three messages of an imperfect world balance one another within our psyche—the
discovery and actualization of the human spirit, culminating in self-possession, self-expression,
and engagement in the world are tempered by our awareness of a divine mystery that we cannot
control and an interdependent community to which we are obliged. If we assert ourselves over
these greater realities and forget the truths of the imperfect world about our partiality and
incompleteness, those greater realities will likely reassert themselves over us, producing our
undoing.
II.A.3 We are a Small Part of an Interdependent Community
As noted above, the imperfect world conveys a third imperative message—that we are not an
island, but part of a social reality that precedes us, goes beyond us, and succeeds us. The
imperfection and incompleteness of our human condition dictate our dependence on and need for
the larger community. This dependence and need betoken a reciprocal obligation to protect and
assist the community that protects and assists us.
This allegiance and obligation to the community (the “group”) is further enhanced by the first
message of an imperfect world—namely that we are not God or gods, and that we should be
humble, respectful, and reverent toward the Sacred and Divine. In most world traditions,
communities saw themselves as part of the greater cosmos, and thus the sacred reality that
controlled the whole cosmos was thought to be not only the wellspring of the community, but
also the source of the epics, customs, and laws that animate it. Recall from above that the vast
majority of religions teach that the sacred reality has broken into the profane world, and has
partially sacralized it. Inasmuch as a community or village is proximate to the sacred place and
recounts the myths of the sacred time, it too is made sacred—in this way, the customs, rules and
rituals of the community are endowed with sacredness, and deserve the respect—and even
reverence—of community members.
Customs and rules are of two kinds—those which are specifically religious (such as making
sacrifices or ritual washings—ablutions) and those which are a blend of religious and legal
prescriptions/proscriptions (such as defending the community, social place within the
community, obedience to chiefs and other leaders within the community, etc.). Every ancient
legal code (e.g., the Levitical code of the Bible or the code of Hamarabi) springs from both the
ritualistic and legal kinds of proscriptions/prescriptions. These obligations give every
community member a choice – “Will I adhere to the rules or not?” and how they choose over
time will form their identity.
II.A.4 Conclusion: The Need for an Imperfect Human Condition and World
If the Divine plan of the unconditionally loving God is to bring us to an eternal life with Him
through our free choices, then He will have to create a world in which these choices can be
made—and in order to do this, He must create us with an imperfect human nature in an imperfect
world. It is not enough to reveal His presence to us (through the numinous experience), He must
also provide an impetus to choose piety, honor, respect, and reciprocal obligation – or their
contraries. If the all-loving God had not subjected us to imperfections in ourselves and in the
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world, He would have deprived us of most of the profound opportunities to choose and
appropriate the character that would define us throughout eternity.
The above analysis reveals why God would create an imperfect world for all people of all
times and cultures – to help us choose our identity and eternity with Him. We now turn to the
Revelation of Jesus which gives us a much richer explanation of the opportunities and benefits of
our imperfect human condition and world—and the suffering coming from it.
II.B The Opportunities and Benefits of an Imperfect World According to Jesus
There is one major underlying similarity between the pre-Christian and Christian rationale for an
imperfect world—the vulnerability and weakness that opens us to our need for God and others,
presenting us with four fundamental options:
•

Will we respect God or only ourselves?

•

Will we exploit others’ needs or assist them in their needs?

•

Will we exploit the community or contribute to the community?

•

Will we be law abiding or will we attempt to shirk the law?

Our choices in these matters will indicate the kind of identity we are forming and the eternity we
are pursuing.
Yet there is so much more to the way suffering can open opportunities and benefits to us if we
affirm the teaching of Jesus and recognize the eternal joy and love to which we are being
called—particularly what we have called the fourth level of love (see The Light Shines on in the
Darkness, Chapter 6). We’ll look at five of these opportunities below, but -- for some helpful
context -- first let’s review three aspects of the Christian view of an imperfect world and
suffering.
II.B.1 Three Aspects of the Christian View of an Imperfect World
We discussed Jesus’ view of God’s involvement in our suffering in Chapter 1. We might
summarize this teaching under three points.
1. The physical world is essentially good -- though there are imperfections in it that can give
rise to suffering.
Jesus implies (and Saint Paul states) that God allows nature to be partially inhospitable to
human beings in order to help us freely move from an inclination toward selfcenteredness toward love and faith (see 2Cor 12:7-10). Encountering suffering in nature
inclines us to look for higher purpose in life and to seek the help and comfort of God.
These inclinations help open us to transcendent happiness and purpose, and ultimately to
eternal salvation.
2. God does not directly cause suffering to punish the unjust, but allows suffering to occur
in the lives of both the just and the unjust.
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Jesus supersedes the Old Testament notion that suffering is the punishment of God for
sinfulness (Ex. 34: 6-7; Deut 5:8-10; Lev 26:39), and replaces it with the view that “[H]e
makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good, and sends rain on the just and on the
unjust” (Mt. 5:45). For Jesus, suffering has a positive value -- it helps us to grow in faith
(see II.B.2-3), to grow in love (see II.B.4-5), and to offer ourselves for the salvation of
souls in imitation of Jesus (see II.B.6).
3. God does not directly cause every instance of suffering in the physical world, but creates
a network of secondary causes that can do so without His direct causal act.
According to St. Thomas Aquinas’ notion of “secondary causality”, the physical world is
endowed with its own intrinsic potentiality and is empowered to evolve without direct
causal intervention by God through created natural laws. This insight enabled later
thinkers to develop the idea of scientific explanation and natural physical laws. We
discussed in Chapter One (III.C) why God only rarely suspends a particular physical
cause via a miracle (performing constant miracles would compromise our rational free
choice) and in Section II.A above why God created an imperfect physical world (these
imperfections help us freely seek God). Viktor Frankl implicitly grasped God’s purpose
in allowing suffering by pointing to the importance of our decisions during negative
circumstances to form the basis of our character—which in the Christian view becomes,
after purification, our eternal identity.
Let’s look specifically now at what opportunities we can find, in the Christian view, when we
encounter suffering from our imperfect world.
II.B.2 An Imperfect World Can Shock us out of Superficial Purpose in Life
When it comes to happiness and purpose in life, Level 1 (physical-material happiness) and Level
2 (ego-comparative happiness) are like a “default drive” for children and adolescents.
Sometimes we need suffering to call us out of this drive and move towards fulfillment in Level 3
(contribution and love arising out of empathy and conscience) and Level 4 (our transcendental
desires for perfect truth, love, goodness, beauty, and home—as well as our desire for a
relationship with a perfect personal transcendental Being who invites us to this fulfillment).
The emptiness we feel from playing Level 2’s “comparison game” and neglecting our Level 3
and 4 desires might be enough to move us, but if we double down on our Level 1 and 2 addiction
instead, then the imperfect world provides another motivating type of suffering. We inevitably
become old, weak, sick, and faced with the prospect of death, and this forced end to our Level 1
and 2 pleasures can make us question if there is something more to life.
Pursued seriously, this questioning can lead us to Level 3 and 4 and a positive transformation
that we might have missed if the imperfect world had not pushed us out of complacency. Jesus’
revelation becomes important here, for as He repeats throughout His preaching and parables, all
are welcome into the kingdom—no matter when the act of repentance (regret for the past and
choice toward a future of faith and love) occurs.
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II.B.3 An Imperfect World Can Deepen our Faith and Transcendent Purpose
When the imperfect world incites us to seek God’s help, we become interested in the Helper. At
this point, God steps in and inspires us to know Him with ever greater depth—to move from the
domain of His transcendence, intelligence, and creativity (science and logic) to his heart (which
can only be known through His self-revelation). This may cause us to find theology and
spirituality fascinating and important in ways we had never previously conceived, and we will
discover the center of Jesus’ revelation: that He and His Father are unconditional love.
At this juncture, the imperfect world serves an even greater purpose, for in following Jesus, we
become interested in serving others and alleviating their suffering. Though suffering can lead
without faith to external expressions of love (contributions to family, friends, organizations,
community, Church, kingdom of God, and culture), and to the interior purification of love
(empathy, humility, compassion, and self-sacrifice), its effects are greatly enhanced with faith –
particularly Christian faith. Why? Because the revelation of Jesus teaches us how to express and
purify love (agapē) and a relationship with Him opens us to the inspiration and grace of the Holy
Spirit who moves us deeply toward the imitation of His heart and loving actions. The last three
sections look at specific ways we can learn to imitate Jesus in love.
II.B.4 An Imperfect World Provides the Conditions for Contributing to Others
The need, weakness, and suffering brought on by our imperfect human condition and world
provide the occasion to make a significant contribution to those within our purview. Imagine a
life where there is no contribution to make, no sacrifice to offer for the good of others or
humanity, no way in which you could positively affect the lives and salvation of others. This
scenario would effectively undermine the central purpose of our short mortal life, which has as
its end eternal self-definition through the decisions we make in the face of need, vulnerability,
weakness, and suffering in ourselves and others.
One may want to ask “Why would a loving God let some people suffer so other people could
help them?” but this is not quite accurate – the imperfect world will invariably cause all of us to
suffer, and we are all called to help others. When we embrace God’s purpose for suffering –
along with the gifts provided from Jesus – we can no longer view suffering as ultimately tragic,
or ultimately negative. In recognizing that neither this life -- nor the sufferings in it – are
ultimate, we infer that this life is only a “staging area” for us to choose and solidify our identity
which will then characterize us throughout eternity. This life—with its sufferings and joys—is
but a temporary moment in which to make fundamental choices, and without the needs and
vulnerabilities which allow us to make a positive difference to the world, we would not be able
to freely choose who we are and who we will be throughout eternity.
One might still be troubled about why some people have to suffer more than others. But this
assumes that more suffering is bad for us, which is not necessarily the case from the perspective
of eternity. The poor, sick, and grieving may well have more strain, stress, and pain in this life,
but if they are open to faith and love, they will likely have an easier and more efficacious path to
salvation. (Jesus promises this in the Beatitudes - Luke 6:17-23).
In fact, given the warning about the rich having a hard time entering the Kingdom of Heaven, we
might consequently worry whether those with less suffering – those who have abundance of
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goods or success – have little or no hope for eternal salvation and happiness. But this warning
has mitigating factors: first, the expression Jesus uses (it is easier for a camel to pass through the
eye of a needle) is a colorful exaggerated image of a kind his audience would have commonly
recognized, and second he ends the warning with the important context “For man it is
impossible, but for God all things are possible.” Ultimately, those with more gifts and less
suffering can find salvation by turning to God and trying to remain faithful – the same way that
everyone one can. It will be harder though, because those with more abundance can more easily
become attached to and distracted by what they have in this world. Of course, suffering can
often enter the lives of the rich in other ways to shock them out of this attachment and help them
focus on God, salvation, contribution, and love.
Nonetheless, for Jesus, those who have proportionately more suffering in this life may well be
more fortunate than those who have proportionately less suffering – for those who suffer will
have far fewer impediments to Level 3 (contributive) and Level 4 (transcendent) purpose in life.
II.B.5 An Imperfect World Provides the Impetus for Deeper Love (Empathy, Humility, and
Compassion)
Some people are naturally empathetic—they see the vulnerability and needs of others and
respond to it without hesitation. But often we need an external cause to break through the barrier
of self-concern and allow empathy into our consciousness. Most of the time, this external cause
is provided by our own pain, weakness, and vulnerability. The Light Shines on in the Darkness
gives many examples of this process in the lives of the Saints (Chapter 6), as well as in Fr
Spitzer’s own experience with progressive blindness (Chapter 7). We have referenced St Paul’s
experience with his own physical malady, “a thorn in the flesh,” which gave him the gifts of (1)
humility (his physical malady prevented him from being proud), and (2) a reliance on Christ’s
strength rather than his own (see 2 Corinthians 12:7-10).
We might pause here to consider the reflections of Viktor Frankl about his experience in the
darkness of a Nazi concentration camp. Through all the deprivation, pain, hatred, cruelty, and
death, he discovered with great clarity the central meaning of life – “that Love is the ultimate and
highest goal to which man can aspire.” It was a discovery which he never forgot – making it the
foundation of his marriage, psychotherapeutic school, and future service to humanity.
There are literally millions of unheralded “saints” whose lives demonstrate how the combination
of suffering and faith lead to the deepest levels of love – and ultimately to salvation. Recall the
poignant case study (given in The Light Shines on in the Darkness. Chapter 6) from Sheldon
Vanauken’s A Severe Mercy, showing how sickness and death – combined with faith -- led to the
highest levels of compassion and self-sacrifice. After Sheldon and his wife Davy discovered
Jesus, Davy began to take seriously a life of self-sacrifice and service to God and others, and
ultimately made a complete offering of her life for the sake of Sheldon (who had remained
somewhat reluctant and resentful). Davy died soon of a rare disease, and Sheldon, instead of
withdrawing in bitterness at this seemingly tragic result, rose to the heights to which Davy had
called him and embraced the complete self-sacrifice she had given him.
A recurrent paradoxical truth in the Christian view of an imperfect world has manifested itself
once again – that suffering plus faith leads to Level 4 love. This love not only leads to our eternal
salvation with Jesus, but allows us to serve His people and kingdom in remarkable ways.
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II.B.6 An Imperfect World Provides the Condition for Offering our Suffering to God in
Imitation of Jesus
We’ve seen how the formula “suffering plus faith leads to the highest levels of love” works to
transform our hearts and lives visibly – leading to the visible service of others and the kingdom.
But this effect also occurs in the invisible domain of our hearts, the lives of others, the Church
(the mystical body of Christ), and the Kingdom. Beginning with His Eucharistic words and
actions, and concluding with His self-sacrificial death on the cross, Jesus revealed that this
invisible form of Level 4 love was just as efficacious – if not more so – than the visible forms of
Level 4 love.
Throughout history, this invisible form of Level 4 love has been central in the lives of many
saints – self-sacrifice in the face of suffering either from the imperfect world (e.g. Davy and St.
Thérèse of Lisieux), or from the unjustified acts of human beings (e.g. Jesus and the martyrs). In
both types of suffering, we will want to follow the example of Jesus – offering it to the Father as
self-sacrificial love instead of resenting our misfortune.
Note this doesn’t mean we have to be passive: if we have a disease, we should seek medical
help; if we are lonely and depressed, we should seek friends who can help; etc. But if the
suffering persists after our efforts, then we must trust God and believe, as Jesus did when he
prayed at Gethsemane, that there are invisible opportunities of “self-sacrificial offering” in that
suffering. We will not know the true effects of our loving offering until we understand it through
the eyes and heart of God in His kingdom. Yet if we trust in Him, we will be confident that each
little bit of suffering will – like the mustard seed – be turned into an abundance of grace available
to those who need it most – grace that will strengthen the Church – and through it – the culture.
Editor’s Note: The presentation on the effects of suffering in the culture, society, and history is
not given here. It contains material on why God would allow the Bubonic Plague, the Nazi
Concentration camps, and other calamities. To find it, see Chapter 10 (Section III) of The Light
Shines on in the Darkness.

III. Conclusion
Back to top
So why does the all-loving God allow suffering? The answer may be found in the
interrelationship among four ideas – freedom, love, eternal salvation, and personal identity. In
Section I, we considered God’s dilemma in creating beings truly capable of love, noting that God
had to create us with the potential to cause suffering or else we would not have the freedom to
choose to be loving. In Section II, we considered why God would have created us in an
imperfect world –with natural disasters and ills causing all kinds of pain and deprivation. Here
the idea of “personal identity” became important – for when we are confronted by the forces of
the imperfect world – we have to make choices that will determine not only who we are, but the
kind of eternity that we would prefer.
In Section II.A, we noted how the imperfect world helps people of all cultures and religions to
grow in natural virtue and interdependence. Without an imperfect world there would be no
practical need to use our rational faculties, or show courage in the face of fear, or exert and
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sacrifice ourselves to make the world a better place, because the world would already be a
perfect place. Though life would be more pleasant, we would not be able to reach most of our
potential – and therefore, most of our personal identity.
In Section II.B, we saw other important benefits from the imperfect world brought to light by the
revelation of Jesus. Our personal limitations can lead us to humility and compassion. The needs
of others can move us to a life of contribution. The onset of loss and death can shock us out of
superficial Level 1 and 2 purpose and move us to seek a deeper, transcendent purpose. The
sufferings of the imperfect world provide the conditions for recognizing our need for God and
ultimately for making a self-sacrificial offering to God for the salvation of souls. All these
dimensions of suffering lead to a deepening of love within our consciousness and personal
identity -- thereby opening the way to eternal salvation with the unconditionally loving God.
Section III -- which was not presented here, addresses how suffering also provides the impetus
to build cultures of justice, compassion, and unity. Great cultures can produce the phoenix
phenomenon – transforming collective adversity and suffering into the highest levels of
achievement in the areas of science, law, ethics, engineering, medicine, humanities, art, and
architecture. However, base cultures can have the opposite effect – exacerbating the negative
effects of suffering, undermining the family and social structures, and lowering the levels of
intrinsic dignity, mutual respect, and peaceful coexistence. Suffering not only contains the call
for us to respond to individual needs, but also to collective needs – not just collective material
needs, but to collective cultural needs – to dare to lift up the spirit of humanity.
We may close with a consideration of the role of suffering in the highest levels of love. . In the
context of Christian faith, we saw how personal suffering could lead to freedom from selfcenteredness, and how the sufferings of others could call us to sacrifice ourselves for them.
Suffering can make us turn to God, and the more we are aware of His love, the more we love
Him in return – desiring to serve Him in the needs of those around us.
In Christianity, this process can reach particularly great heights because of the example and
sacrifice of Jesus – and the grace provided us by the inspiration of the Holy Spirit. For many
Christian saints, as they considered the life of Jesus, they became increasingly aware of the
sacrifices He made for them (and the world) to love and redeem them. Moved with great
gratitude, they responded spontaneously with love for Him. As they considered the needs of the
world – bodily needs, spiritual needs, and cultural needs, they wanted to do as much as they
could to help -- in the way that Jesus taught – with empathy, humility, respect, and compassion;
and so they gave their whole heart to Him -- to His way of love, and to those in need.
As we examine the prayers that these saints wrote, they contain the four terms that lie at the heart
of suffering’s opportunities and benefits – freedom, love, eternal salvation, and personal identity.
As St. Ignatius Loyola expressed it:
Take Lord receive all my liberty,
my memory, understanding, and my entire will.
Whatsoever I have or hold, you have given to me.
I give it all back to you – dispose of it entirely according to your will.
Give me only your love and your grace – that’s enough for me, and I ask for
nothing more.
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Chapter Three
What to Do when Suffering Comes
Back to top
There are two steps we can take to mitigate the negative effects of suffering upon its arrival:
1. Engage immediately in spontaneous prayers. We discussed 15 such prayers in Volume 18,
Chapter 3. (See also The Light Shines On in the Darkess, Chapter 4)
2. Mitigate the effects of fear and anxiety through natural virtue.
Jesus frequently exhorted us in the gospel to refrain from fear and trust in God as we set our
sights on the resurrection into unconditional love and joy. There are natural virtues we can
develop that will complement the supernatural grace from prayer in helping us face suffering
with less fear and anxiety. We especially want to develop our powers of reason and empathy and
the virtues of prudence and courage.
Prudence is a virtue (good habit) of the mind, guiding us on what is most important in life
(wisdom) and on how to life effectively (practical effectiveness). Courage is a virtue of the will,
pushing us to use our knowledge to do what is needed. It’s important to have both types of
virtues—a strong will without prudence can be both foolish and vicious, and many intelligent
and gifted people can waste their lives if they never move beyond ideas and dreams into actions.
The following four natural tactics for dealing with fear and anxiety synthesize the powers of
reason and empathy and the virtues of prudence and courage.

I. First Tactic: Using Reason and Prudence to Confront Fear and Anxiety
Back to top
When danger approaches or we anticipate problematic or debilitating events, many of us become
charged with fear or paralyzed with terror. How can we avoid succumbing to these emotions in
the moment? Simple—think! Though panic and terror can cloud our minds, we can “turn on” the
thinking process by simply asking ourselves practical questions. The five most important
practical questions are:
•
•
•
•
•

“Can any part of this problem be averted or mitigated right away?”
“If everything goes wrong, what are some backup plans I can live with?”
“Who can help me with advice or needed action?”
“How can I lessen the impact of all or part of this problem?”
“What factors need to be mitigated now and which ones can wait until later?”

If we remember these questions (learned ahead of time in a calmer moment), and latch on to one
or more of them when crisis strikes, our concentration on them pushes the negative emotions
aside. As we begin to create potential solutions—or even potential scenarios that could lead to
solutions—we can actually diminish the fear and anxiety, because we can begin to see a way out
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of the problem causing them. Though our backup plans may not be ideal and the advice and help
we receive less than perfect, they will generally enable us to manage our situation sufficiently to
avert crisis.
Note that spontaneous prayers can help give us peace and calm during this thinking process.
When prayer and prudence are combined, they complement each other in mitigating fear,
clarifying ideas, and achieving our best effort.

II. Second Tactic: Seeking the Help of Other People
Back to top
The help of family members, friends, colleagues, and associates can also significantly mitigate
fear and anxiety. Friends can be helpful in two ways. “Supportive friends” can bring comfort
and psychological support through their love, making us feel less isolated and grounding us with
a sense of peace and composure. “Practical friends” can give help with the specific problems
contributing to our suffering. We need loving friends of both kinds—and often need different
people to fill those roles. (Your best friend might be the most comforting when you get sick, for
example, while not automatically the best one to consult for medical advice.)
Ideal friends are ones with whom we share history, trust, principles, faith, and commitment.
There are further questions to consider if a friend is a “practical friend” to turn to during a
crisis—do they have the relevant personal qualities (trustworthiness and respect, a sense of love
and faith, the natural virtues of prudence and courage) and practical qualities (strengths and skills
that I have need of, ability to help or connect me to someone who can help)?
Once we figure out the help we need (sometimes a friend can even help us figure this out), we
must actively ask for this help. Sometimes this is the hard part. If we’ve internalized the
dangerous idea that growing up means being completely self-sufficient, it can shake our very
self-image to even share our feelings of suffering with others, let alone “burden” them with a
practical request for help. The more we practice connecting with others by communicating our
feelings with trusted friends, the more prepared we will be to open up and reach out for the
practical help we need when crisis strikes.

III. Third Tactic: Reshaping Our Expectations of Happiness
Back to top
There is an adage about happiness—“much of our happiness depends on what we think will
make us happy.” Even though we may temporarily believe that we cannot be happy without a
particular person, without a particular job, without the full use of our faculties, without a
particular home, or without being able to live in a particular region, it is very probably not true.
Such beliefs are common when the pain of loss first strikes because we have probably had an
extensive history of being happy with that particular person or job or use of faculties, etc.
Nevertheless, when we ask people who have used their imaginations to reconceive the future
after their loss, we see that after a certain period of time, they have learned how to be happy once
again.
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In fact, sometimes these new paths lead to whole new kinds of happiness that were previously
unimagined. This frequently happens with individuals who were formerly living on Levels 1 or
2, and became motivated to move to Levels 3 or 4 because of the pain of their loss.
So how can we reinvent our view of happiness? First, we must stop repeating the refrain in our
conscious mind that “I cannot be happy without X, Y, Z.” In fact, we must go further and repeat
the opposite unfamiliar refrain—“I can be happy without X, Y, Z—I just don’t know how that is
going to look.”
Second, once we have disentangled ourselves from our previous view of happiness, we must
replace the old view with a new one—and so our second tactic for dealing with false
expectations is to use our imagination to reinvent our view of happiness and ourselves. All three
of the previously mentioned aids to alleviating fear and anxiety—God, reason, and friends—can
be helpful to our imagination in its process of reinventing our view of happiness. If we use them,
we will very likely find a new way of life which may well make us even happier than before.

IV. Fourth Tactic: Avoid Negative Comparisons
Back to top
There is one sure way to add anxiety to our moments of suffering—make negative comparisons.
As noted above, much of suffering is connected with loss. So if we compare ourselves after the
loss to what we were like before the loss, we will not be able to avoid frustration and resentment.
Comparisons of ourselves after a loss to a previous state before the loss, is unproductive, anxiety
producing, and inhibits our creative imagination to adapt to our new life circumstances.
When we are faced with unavoidable loss, we have three options:
1. persisting in resentment, anxiety, and bitterness (often leading to a desire to end it all)
2. stoic resignation (which puts the focus on our strength, courage, and resolve)
3. Christian resignation—in which we place ourselves in the hands of God’s loving
providence, and creatively adapt to our new circumstances with the certainty that
opportunity and transformation will be close at hand.
The first option gradually leads to despair, the second option puts the focus on ourselves instead
of the opportunity and transformation in the future, and the third presents a peaceful and creative
pathway to eternal salvation in the loving God.
So how do we begin the process of Christian resignation? By using three tools.
1. Fiat—Make an authoritative act of the will to stop whenever we catch ourselves making
a negative comparison. Be immediate and decisive—the more you let the negative
comparison captivate your imagination, the harder it will be to begin the process of
prayer and rationality.
2. Spontaneous Prayer—A prayer that gives our feelings to God right in that moment can
help us find calm and trust. It can be as short as “Father, if it be your will, let this cup
pass from me, but if not, then thy loving will be done,” or even just “I give up—you take
care of it.” If you start feeling frustration well up as you’re praying, go ahead and give
that feeing to God, too.
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3. Rationality—Once I am able to attain a sense of calm with the Lord, I begin the process
of practical thought—how can I adapt to this new loss? Do I need additional assistance?
Are there any aids or technology that will help me? When I am relatively calm, I am
genuinely surprised by how creative and flexible I can be. As I am thinking, I am careful
not to slip back into the comparison—“I recall how much easier it was just a week
ago….” If this begins to occur, I go right back to fiat—“Stop it!”
Perspective is incredibly important. If we can make the future’s opportunities and gracefilled adventure more significant than the lost capabilities of the past, we will not only avoid
self-inflicted pain, but be open to the opportunities the Holy Spirit will surely bring.

Chapter Four
The Opportunities of Suffering
Back to top
Introduction
Let’s consider now what those opportunities from suffering are. We’ll focus here mostly on the
interior opportunities (personal growth and transformation), then briefly consider the external
opportunities (making a difference in the world around us) as well.

I. The Interior Opportunities of Suffering
Back to top
Our identity is shaped by the goals we pursue in life. On a day-to-day level, these goals are
determined by our habits. Habits become “second nature” to us and, over time, become almost
permanent—forming our identity. Since the time of Jesus, Christians have advocated that
suffering is an indispensable path to virtue (good habits)—and therefore, an indispensable means
for solidifying and establishing our eternal character and identity. This doesn’t mean we try to
spread suffering—on the contrary, Christians are historically concerned with alleviating
suffering through charity and compassion. It just means that when we do encounter suffering in
our lives, it’s more helpful that we look for ways to seize the opportunities for growth within it.
I.A First Interior Opportunity—Prudence and Identity Transformation
Prudence is first and foremost the awareness of what is truly important and meaningful in life. It
starts with knowing our truest end (objective) in life. It then looks to the practical things that
help us achieve our purpose—the principles and virtues that will guide our lives in the best
direction. Finally it draws us toward those principles and virtues—we desire them and work to
make them habitual in our lives.
This means that in our pursuit of happiness (discussed in Volume 13), prudence is the virtue that
guides us up the hierarchy of the four levels of happiness, so we move up all the levels to the
highest level of transcendent happiness—the ultimate objective of our lives because it is the most
pervasive, enduring and deep.
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What does all this have to do with suffering? It can be easy to stop our pursuit of happiness
prematurely—the satisfaction of physical needs and pleasure (level 1) and/or competitive success
(level 2) provides temporary but immediate gratification. As children, we tend to focus then on
level 1 as the most readily understandable, moving in adolescence to level 2 . . . and sometimes
stalling there even in adulthood. Suffering can separate us from this gratification by taking away
our physical well-being or status, which helps motivate us to keep searching for the higher levels
of happiness.
The ultimate form of this motivation is the prospect of death, which requires us to consider our
eternal destiny and makes us look at the goals of our life in a new light. In light of death, the
choice of one’s fundamental essence (say, love) becomes transformative and “life-giving.” If we
believe in an afterlife, we take this authentic self-definition with us into our eternity. But even if
we do not believe in an afterlife, death still constitutes an indispensable gift of life; it calls us to
proclaim who we truly are and what we really stand for—sooner rather than later. Death gives
life—an authentic, reflective, and free life through a more pervasive, enduring, and deep
purpose.
Ironic as it may seem, our need to freely move to higher levels of happiness, purpose, dignity,
fulfillment, and destiny makes emptiness, weakness, vulnerability, the negative emotions of the
comparison game, and death indispensable. Without them, most of us would be left in the inertia
of superficiality, underrated dignity, and underestimated destiny.
I.B Second Interior Opportunity -- Growth in Natural Virtues
Weakness and vulnerability are the conditions necessary for two of the cardinal virtues—courage
and self-discipline. Notice that these virtues define our character precisely because they are
chosen in the midst of adversity. They define our ability to “pay a price” for our principles and
ideals. This “price” gives existential weight to our principles and ideals, for we cannot hold them
cheaply.
This is particularly evident with respect to courage. The principles of love, truth, and justice are
good in themselves, and they are honorable in action, but when we have to choose them in the
midst of the possibility of injury, embarrassment, mortification, or death, we not only admire
them for their intrinsic goodness, we claim them as our own. The greater the price we must pay
to live the principles and ideals we admire and honor, the more they become part of us, the more
they define our identity. We will not need to suffer for an eternity to give ourselves eternal selfdefinition—the suffering we endure in this short life will be sufficient to leave an indelible mark
on who we are forever.
We now move to the second natural virtue -- self-control or self-discipline. While courage is the
pursuit of virtue over against the possibility of pain, self-control is the pursuit of virtue through
the avoidance of destructive indulgence in pleasure and passion. It is healthy to enjoy good
things like food, drink, sexuality, praise and success. Used properly, these things can benefit our
personal lives and our communities. But an excessive or even unlimited pursuit of them
becomes unhealthy, addictive, and even destructive. It takes over our lives and blocks us from
the noble and deeper goals we are meant to live for.

32

CCLB - Volume 19 - Transforming Suffering through Faith and Prayer

There is a real sacrifice involved in limiting pleasure, and this sacrifice is another opportunity to
actively define ourselves. In fact, we can reach a point in our lives when we realize that we
would be wasting our suffering if we failed to seek these opportunities in it. (Of course, this
point comes only after we have been able to deal with the negative emotions that come with
suffering, and we’ve found some peace and stability through workable backup plans, a sense of
God’s presence and help, and support from our friends. It would be too distracting and
discouraging to try tackling all these things at once.)
How do we begin the process of mining our suffering for growth in virtues like courage and selfdiscipline? Ask questions directed at these virtues. “How can I use my suffering to pursue a
higher level of meaning and identity? Can I use my suffering to enhance my faith and my
relationship with the loving God? Can I use my suffering to be more deliberate about pursuing
the noble—even at the cost of self-sacrifice? Can I use my suffering to be more temperate and
disciplined for the sake of the noble?” These questions are not meant to be answered
immediately. They are meant to stimulate reflection—and when we repeat them in the midst of
our suffering—they direct our conscious and subconscious mind to look for answers within
ourselves, our dreams, our conversations, and every other aspect of our lives.
I.C Third Interior Opportunity -- Growth in Agapē
We now move from the natural virtues of Plato, Aristotle, and other philosophers to the religious
virtue of agapē (love). Christianity alone has made love central, giving it a greater emphasis than
any other religion or philosophy.
I.C.1 Definition of Agapē
Agapē is a gift of self, which is frequently expressed in self-sacrifice. It is grounded in empathy
with the other—we recognize the unique and intrinsic goodness, worthiness, and lovability of
that other, and we thus feel so connected that doing the good for the other is just as easy, if not
easier, than doing the good for oneself. This intrinsic goodness does not depend on any extrinsic
value the person might have (like their talents or “usefulness” for society). Furthermore, agapē
seeks no reward—neither the reward of romantic feelings intrinsic to eros (romantic love), nor
the reward of reciprocal commitment and care intrinsic to philia (friendship), nor even the
feelings of love and delight intrinsic to storgē (affection). Agapē seeks only the goodness and
lovability of others in themselves. (See The Light Shines in the Darkness, chapter 6, for more
information on all four kinds of love)
I.C.2 Empathy
Agapē begins with empathy, a feeling for another, or perhaps better, a feeling with another,
which produces a sense of “unity with” and “caring about” the other. This unity with the other
breaks down interpersonal barriers (rising out of self-interest). Most would agree that empathy is
natural to us: mere presence, or tone of voice, or a glance or smile can engender a recognition of
unique and intrinsic goodness and lovability which causes us to care about the other—even a
total stranger. At the same time, our own desires for autonomy and ego-fulfillment can block our
receptivity to the other’s “signal.”
When self-centeredness closes us off, suffering can open us up. When we encounter weakness
and vulnerability, it can prompt us to reach out in empathy and compassion. Just as important,
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our own weaknesses and vulnerability can break us out of our illusion of self-sufficiency and
compel us to reach out to receive the help, compassion and empathy of others. (See the Big
Book for a traditional Jewish parable that illustrates this.) Often we have difficulty accepting
help because we judge ourselves by our extrinsic value (‘usefulness’), rather than our intrinsic
value (‘dignity’)—we think that needing help makes us weak and therefore less valuable, more
of a burden. When weakness forces us to let go of our sense of extrinsic value, it breaks down a
barrier we can start to recognize that people are helping us out of love, and we see ourselves
through their eyes, a lovable child of God with intrinsic value.
If we are to be drawn by suffering into the richness of empathy and compassion, we will have to
let go of the stoic presumption that weakness and vulnerability are essentially negative, and
invest ourselves in Jesus’ revelation of the positivity of suffering—its invitation to eternal love
and joy.
I.C.3 Love’s Vulnerability
Love has vulnerability built into it. There is a softness to love; it opens itself to being completed
by the other; it reveals weakness (the need for complementarity by the other); it is forgiving of
the other in times of failure; it anticipates forgiveness by the other in one’s own failings; its
empathy can elicit tears.
But there is a deep suspicion of and aversion to weakness and vulnerability in our culture. We
put up a façade of being purely self-sufficient because we don’t want to be needy. However, this
façade forces us to be dishonest in how we present ourselves, because even if we avoid being
needy, we ultimately can’t avoid being interdependent.
Here is where the opportunity and efficacy of suffering comes into play. Our personal weakness
and our inability to perfectly fulfill the needs of others compels all but the most stubborn to
confront the myth of perfect autonomy–which in turn points to the truth about ourselves--our
interdependency, and our ability to complement, be complemented by, serve, and be served by
others.
I.C.4 Humility
As Jesus and virtually every saint recognized -- humility is the condition necessary for the
possibility of agapē. Christian teaching has always acknowledged that the wisdom and goodness
of humility is not easy to appreciate or adopt because it is contrary to our propensity to pursue
ego-gratification, comparative advantage, status, and power. The strain of defending our sense
of self as successful and esteemable can turn our focus inward and prevent us from being open to
receive love. We want our friends to love us because we’re so great, we want God to love us
because we’re good enough—and we’re afraid to recognize that maybe we’re not as useful or
successful as we think, and that our friends, our family, our Heavenly father all love us for
ourselves, not for our illusory ‘greatness’.
Once again, suffering can play an important role in opening us up. We often need to experience
weakness, failure, and humiliation to force us to let go of our obsessive concern with pride,
status, success. Only then can we discover the boundless love of the heart of Christ, and
encounter the agapē that loves us freely. When we can accept this love in humility, instead of
desperately trying to prove we’ve earned it through pride, we will discover a new freedom. (See
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the Big Book for an account of Fr. Spitzer’s own journey in discovering the meaning of
humility)
I.C.5 Forgiveness
For Jesus, forgiveness is the most important facet of agapē—it is mentioned more often than any
other prescript in the New Testament. Forgiveness requires both humility and empathy because
it entails letting go of a just grievance against another. If someone has unintentionally hurt us, it
can be excused; but if someone intentionally insults or hurts us, forgiveness is required because
we have to give up our just claim to retribution. Difficult as this might be, it is necessary to
restore the possibility of love. The fact is-- retribution begets retribution—vengeance begets
vengeance—and violence begets violence. If we are to interrupt this ever-expanding cycle of
vengeance and violence, if we are to allow the parties in the cycle to begin the long process of
healing, and if we are to restore equanimity to a shattered peace, we will have to let go of our just
claims against the other.
If we are to forgive, we must not only see the intrinsic goodness and redeemability of unjust
perpetrators, but also see the goodness of interrupting the cycle of vengeance begetting
vengeance and violence begetting violence; and we must want the good of our enemy (even
though we may have to protect ourselves against him in the future).
Sometimes we gain the power to forgive through a special kind of suffering—realizing that we
have hurt others through specific mistakes or immaturity in our past. As memories come
rushing back in a new light, and we suddenly grieve at the injuries we obliviously caused, we
discover a desire both for forgiveness and for God to somehow heal the injuries. Such
experiences on the other side of forgiveness, so to speak, can help teach us the value in forgiving
others. Empathy enables us to feel the need others had for forgiveness by association with our
own need for it, and humility enables us to see that others’ need to be freed from past burdens
was just as great if not greater than our own.
I.C.6 Compassion
Compassion is yet another gift that suffering helps to appropriate. Jesus taught that compassion
for strangers and enemies was the highest form of love—best manifesting His Father’s perfect
love (Mt. 5:43-48). The word means literally “to suffer with,” and in the Parable of the Good
Samaritan, Jesus describes it as a feeling of profound identification with the suffering of another
human being that moves a person to merciful action.
When we are compassionate (not merely showing compassion, which feels like pity to the
receiving party) we become like the Good Samaritan. Comfort sometimes takes the form of
doing something beneficial—e.g., giving medical treatment, or providing housing. But
frequently enough, we cannot do anything but give our time, presence, and attention; we can
only be with the other--we are capable only of using our presence, our friendship, and our love to
give comfort. Yet this imparts dignity. Spending time with another proves to the other that he is
valuable, because most everyone intuitively recognizes the preciousness of time.
There is only one hitch. We have to be suffering in order to receive compassion. This is one of
the most paradoxical aspects of the human condition—if we are to receive the deep affirmation
of our belovedness which leads to our deepest moments of dignity, freedom, self-affirmation,
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and joy, we must be in a state of weakness, pain, or need. Suffering also helps us to be more
compassionate—our firsthand experience makes us more empathetic of what someone else is
going through. Similarly, it can lead to an increased awareness of the sufferings of Jesus—the
price He paid to sacrifice Himself completely to create an unconditional act of love for the world
becomes less abstract and more personal. Ultimately, the example of His suffering shows us
how to use our suffering as a self-offering for the salvation of the world.
I.C.7 Acceptance of Compassion
If we have been fortunate in experiencing compassion in childhood (in a parent who lovingly
takes care of our needs when we are sick and home from school, for example) we can intuitively
learn that we are intrinsically lovable. But as we grow up, it becomes harder to accept
compassion—we learn that our respectability depends on being self-sufficient and able to carry
our own weight, and we should never take another person’s time for our personal needs. It’s
impossible to actually live this way, but if we believe this myth, we pretend we are completely
self-sufficient and then quietly look for other “acceptable ways” of getting our needs met.
How do people find the freedom to accept another’s compassion? Some people do this naturally;
some remember the acts of compassion they received as children and carry them over into
adulthood. And some of us need suffering in order to do this.
If suffering forces us to give up the myth that we can handle everything alone, we can discover
the positive cycle that comes from accepting the help of others. Showing and accepting
compassion is complementary -- accepting compassion can incite awareness of the genuine
goodness of people, and this in turn, calls us to imitate that goodness in them, inspiring us to
greater compassion. Suffering provides the impetus for this cycle, and all we have to do is notice
the genuine goodness of others, accept their compassion, and allow ourselves to be edified by
their goodness—and imitate them.
I.C.8 Conclusion to Section I.
Is suffering really necessary for agapē (empathy, the acceptance of love’s vulnerability,
humility, forgiveness, compassion, and the acceptance of compassion)? Not in all cases,
certainly, but many of us need suffering to remove the barriers to love created by our egocentric
desires (e.g. belief in the cultural myth of self-sufficiency, underestimating the goodness and
love of other people). God works through this suffering. He doesn’t waste any of it. For those
who are open to seeing the horizon of love embedded in it, there is a future, nay, an eternity for
each of us to manifest our own unique brand of unconditional love within the symphony of love
which is God’s kingdom.

II. External Opportunities of Suffering
Back to top
As we discussed above, suffering can challenge our complacency living for pleasure and success.
This challenge can move us to a life concerned with the higher levels of happiness, including
becoming more contributive to the community around us and to the Kingdom of God. We can
thus put our internal transformation into action. (See The Light Shines in the Darkness, Chapter
7, for an in-depth look at these external opportunities)
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III. Conclusion
Back to top

If we are aware of the opportunities that suffering can unleash—even suffering that happens by
pure chance—the blind forces of nature—then we are much more likely to seize them and benefit
from them. As we have noted repeatedly above, suffering does not automatically lead to the
above interior and exterior opportunities. We need to be prepared with:
•

Faith in a perfectly loving God who desires to give us eternal life with Him.

•

Prayers to help us ask for His protection, inspiration, redemption, and guidance
during times of suffering.

•

Natural virtues—particularly the virtue of prudence that helps us to know the levels
of happiness, purpose, dignity, fulfillment, and destiny—and how to maintain Levels
3 and 4.

•

Knowing what opportunities await us—explained in this chapter.

The following list gives a helpful summary of the opportunities embedded in suffering. Iit might
be wise to reflect on the list given below before unexpected suffering occurs. It will make the
negativity of suffering ultimately and eternally worthwhile not only for us, but also for the
people we touch.
There are other opportunities of suffering associated with imitating Jesus’ self-sacrificial action
on the cross. These more spiritual or mystical opportunities will be taken up in the next chapter.
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Chapter Five
Self-Offering for the Kingdom in Imitation of Jesus
Back to top

Introduction
Up to this point, we have been addressing opportunities and benefits of suffering that can
be noticed in our lives. As we pursue the interior opportunities, over time we can see our
personal growth in virtue. As that growth brings us out of ourselves, we can also experience the
exterior opportunities of suffering, as we make sacrifices to help others in our community.
Whether it take place in this life or in purgatory, suffering helps us perfect our love so we are
prepared to enter into our eternal destiny of love in God’s kingdom. We can encourage one
another to use suffering for this preparation for perfect love during this lifetime—and we can
pray that the deceased will be able to reach final purification as quickly as possible—with the
least possible suffering. Yet, there is more.
Jesus bestowed three permanent gifts on us through His incarnation, ministry, death, and
resurrection:
1. The gift of His word (enshrined in the New Testament, His Eucharistic words, His
designation of Peter as “head” and the living memory of His presence and intention),
2. The gift of His unconditional love—a perfect gift of self—that could outshine any finite
evil or darkness within us or perpetrated by us (given through His Passion and death), and
3. The gift of His Holy Spirit—not only as the fleeting “voice” of the prophets, but as a
permanent gift to dwell within us individually and within the Church—collectively.
Suffering is a way we can participate in Jesus’ second gift. Jesus wanted not only to love us
perfectly, unconditionally, and infinitely, but also to give us an example of how we too could
love others through our suffering and self-sacrifice. When he washed the feet of the apostles at
the Last Supper, on the eve of his passion and death, he told them he was giving them an
example to follow. He left us this example not as an obediential command —“you better do this,
or else!” but rather to show us how to transform self-sacrifice into redemptive love. This is
perhaps an unfamiliar concept today, so will first study how Jesus intended to use self-sacrifice
as redemptive love (Section I), and then discuss how we might imitate him in our own ministry
of self-sacrificial suffering (Section II).

I. Jesus’ Use of Suffering as Self-Sacrificial Redemptive Love
Back to top
In Volume 4 (Chapter Five) we discussed three scripture passages that help illustrate Jesus’
mission to redeem all of humanity with one act of unconditional love:
1. Isaiah 52:13-53:12 (The Fourth Suffering Servant Song).
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2. Jesus’ Eucharistic words recounted in Mark 14:22-25 and Matthew 26:26-29.
3. Jesus’ dying words on the cross as recounted in the Gospel of Mark—the first line of
Psalm 22.
We noted in Volume 9 (Chapter One) that it would be difficult today to understand Jesus’
intention because He had a significantly different view of sacred time, real presence, and the
efficacy of self-sacrifice than we do today. God can make Jesus’ view of sacred history occur
within physical history whenever the Eucharistic ritual—or other rituals—are re-lived by priests
or prophets. This is explained in some detail along with Jesus’ Eucharistic words in Volume 9
(Chapter One). The doctrine of transubstantiation and its relationship to Jesus’ intention is
explained in Volume 9 (Chapter Three).

II. Imitating Jesus in the Mystical Purpose of Suffering
Back to top
Jesus did many things to bring the kingdom of God to us—preaching the word of love, healings,
miracles, raising the dead, defeating evil through His ministry of exorcism, proclaiming the
Good News to sinners and the poor, and bestowing on us the gifts of the resurrection and the
Holy Spirit. Yet none of these extraordinary gifts seems to be more central to His mission of
redemption and salvation than His unconditional gift of self -- in letting Himself be unjustly
accused, ridiculed, crucified, and put to death.
Jesus’ priority here points to the intrinsic value of suffering for our redemption and the
redemption of others. Of course, we need faith in Jesus, and recognition of love as our highest
calling, to understand this supreme value of suffering. If we do have this faith, we too can offer
our suffering to the Father as self-sacrifice to help in the work of redemption.
Since Jesus’ act of redemption was already perfect and complete, though, how is it possible that
we can “help”? Well, in the First Letter to the Corinthians, Paul speaks about Christ’s spiritual
body as the unifying bond of all of us—its members. He then notes that “If one part suffers,
every part suffers with it; if one part is honored, every part rejoices with it” (1 Cor 12:26). The
implication is clear—each individual member affects the whole body—and therefore, every
member of it. If members are strong in their love, it will positively affect the whole body, and
conversely if members are weak in their love, it will weaken the whole body. Offering our
suffering as self-sacrifice for the good of the body of Christ is an act of love for the Church—so
when we offer our sufferings to the Lord as self-sacrifice, we strengthen the whole body—and
therefore, every member of it.
We cannot afford to waste our suffering as members of the body of Christ. When we suffer, we
need to remember to make it a self-sacrificial offering so that we can unify our sufferings to that
of Jesus for the good of the body. This can be done by spontaneous prayers like “Lord Jesus, I
want to unite my suffering with your sufferings as a self-sacrifice for the Church and the work of
redemption.” We can also pray a morning offering that includes the desire to offer all our
sufferings that day, and we can even pray that our suffering help specific people or intentions.
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People who are quite sick or debilitated will want to make a spirituality and ministry out of
offering their sufferings to the Lord. This can be done by integrating prayers to “offer our
suffering” into other prayers throughout the day. This has a double effect:
1. It strengthens the Church and advances the work of redemption (as described above).
2. It transforms those making the prayer—for the more we can accept suffering in faith as
our highest calling and dignity (in imitation of Jesus), the more we place ourselves in His
hands—trusting in His loving will.
When events conspire to make suffering a large part of our lives, we have an opportunity to
imitate the greatest of saints. We can use our suffering as a foundation for a “contemplative
vocation,” which puts “self-sacrificial offering” at its center. This vocation was illustrated in
both the writings and the life of St. Thérèse of Lisieux.

III. St. Thérèse of Lisieux as Exemplar of the Mystical Purpose of Suffering
Back to top
St. Thérèse of Lisieux (born 1873) was raised in a devout Catholic family in France. As a young
adolescent she felt called to religious life, but was overcome with anxiety at the loss of her
mother. One day, Thérèse was sitting before the image of the crucified Christ, and was
contemplating the bleeding from his hands, when she was overwhelmed by a sense of the
presence of Christ saying to her “I thirst.” This experience moved Thérèse to offer her whole
self—particularly her sufferings—for the redemption of the world—especially for those who
were in the grip of spiritual darkness.
She soon entered Carmel at the age of fifteen,where she joined her two sisters,and wrote about
her “little way”—a simple spirituality based on her confidence in the unconditional love of Jesus.
Her “little way” consisted in patiently welcoming the sufferings given her (including a protracted
struggle with tuberculosis), humbly enduring them, and trusting in the Lord by joining her
sufferings to His as a perfect prayer of self-offering and love. Her spirituality and autobiography
were so influential that St. Pius XI called her “the greatest saint of modern times.”
She knew that the trials of this world were temporary and that her sufferings would have three
effects:
1. They would purify her love—and give her ever greater freedom to lose herself in the
desire to be with and serve her Lord.
2. They could be offered up to the Lord as a self-sacrifice, as reparation and grace for those
immersed in darkness.
3. They were the vehicle through which she could become ever more progressively a perfect
gift of love to the one who loved her– Jesus crucified and risen.
In a particularly illuminating conversation with her superior, Mother Agnes, Thérèse explained
the two-fold source of her inner strength:
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1. The trials God sends are good.
2. Since the trials are sent by the one she loves, then she accepts them in trust and love—
knowing it will be good for her purification in love and for the body of Christ (especially
those immersed in darkness).
The assurance with which Thérèse tells Mother Agnes that God continuously gives her the
strength to endure pain must have been genuine, because her face was transformed in “unearthly
joy” even when she was racked in pain.
We can take away four lessons from her “little way”:
1. When suffering strikes—not only debilitating suffering, but any suffering—offer it up
to the Lord as a self-sacrifice for the good of the Church and those in need of help
toward redemption.
2. Unite the offering of yourself with the sufferings of Christ so that both of you can be
on mission together.
3. If possible, reflect on the passion of Christ as you make your offering with Him to the
Father.
4. Ask Him for the healing you desire—so long as it is commensurate with His will—
using Jesus’ prayer in the Garden of Gethsemane: Abba, Father, all things are
possible to you. Take this cup away from me, but not what I will but what you will
(Mk. 14:36).
If you have a significant negative reaction to the “little way” of St. Thérèse, do not force yourself
to affirm what she is saying or doing—nothing good will come from this. Instead simply ask the
Lord for the “desire for the desire” to freely offer your suffering as self-sacrifice for the strength
of the Church and the redemption of souls. Don’t play mind games with yourself—forcing
yourself into a position of St. Thérèse which the Lord at this time has not given you the grace to
bear. As Thérèse herself said, “If more strength is needed, the Lord will give it to us.”
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