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Genesis Talk 5
Why does God allow suffering? How come a loving God gives children Cancer?
Tonight’s talk is going to be more personal than the ones I have given before. I need to tell you straight away that I am not going to be able to give you a satisfactory answer to the questions I have just asked. 
No human has ever done so. 

What I do hope to do is to outline some of the thinking that people have done about pain and suffering.

I would like, in this talk, to create a space for our own reflections.

This is our first slide and is called Head VI and is by the Anglo-Irish Painter Francis Bacon. Not an easy picture. Nor is it easy to know that what Bacon has painted is the Head of Pope Innnocent X.

Talking about pain and suffering is hard, really hard. Psychologically we protect ourselves by forgetting moments of real anguish, or at least dampening them down. We put those moments in a particular part of our mind and memories and often we leave them there undisturbed, and quite rightly, for they are almost too painful to bear. So please excuse me and yourself if you find tonight’s talk tough.

I want to begin by telling you the story of Daniel. 
Before I came to Hong Kong I was a school chaplain. I worked in a small boarding school in Scotland. Each year that I was there a child died. These children came from wealthy families and led busy active lives. But even so I think I was unlucky as a chaplain. Funerals of a child in a boarding school are huge events, draining, spiritually and emotionally. 
I want to tell you just one story – as I think it will help us engage with the issues we need to explore tonight. 

Back to the Genesis slide for this.

Two weeks before I came out to Hong Kong the four month old baby of a teacher died in his cot in the night. He was discovered in the morning and I was called by another teacher and asked to head round to their flat.
I remember entering the couple’s flat,  walking in without bothering to knock. I remember Daniel’s Mum and Dad standing stunned and the policeman walking out of the bedroom with the now empty cot. It would be needed in evidence.  Their three year old son was wandering around the house. He did not know what was going on. He was a little younger than my son and it was his lack of grief and understanding that made me hurt inside the most. The poor boy was simply confused by these strange people in the house, he was too young to realise that his little brother was now in the back of some ambulance cold and lifeless. 

Once the cot had been removed and the policeman entered the room again, Daniel’s dad, who I knew well, simply broke down. Those words ‘broke down’  cannot tell you what happened. What really happened is that he started sobbing and then the sobbing became yells and the yells became whoops. His wife joined him. There was nothing you could do. They were moaning, whelping, whooping like animals. The grief was absolutely intense. At one point I thought that I would implode with the pain. The noise, the grief the absolute vision of pain was too much to bear,  I had to walk out of the room. It was like I had been underwater too long and had to come up for some air. What was strange was that it was only then that I noticed that the policeman had done the same. He eyes were like mine I guess, truly fearful, what we had just witnessed was not something you should see in life. We then both entered the room again. 

I tell you this because deep pain is truly hard to bear, it is not the pain of a pin prick or a mosquito bite, but the sense that your being will collapse. For this family a beautiful four month old baby had died in the night and for that family the heavens had fallen in. 

Tragedies like those are more common that we might like to think in our affluent world, and they are terribly ordinary in the developing world.

Why does God let young children and babies die? Why does love, precious, caring lively love become frustrated and squandered by death? Why does life have to be spoiled in this way?

We are back at one of those absolute questions that we discussed on the first Genesis evening.

There are some answers to those questions; none give a truly satisfying answer, some give terrible answers.
One answer that has stood the test of time through history is that God is punishing us:
We see that in the Old Testament and New Testament. I will give just one example, but there are almost countless others. 

For me the most troubling story is the account of Uzzah (here he is) whose job it was to help look after and  carry the Ark of the Covenant. The Israelites enter a threshing floor and the ground is unsteady because of oxen stamping around. It is recorded the Uzzah reaches out and touches the Ark, this goes against one of God’s rules and God punishes this misdeed and kills him
. It is a ridiculous story at one level, but clearly shows that at some point in time we were obsessed with the idea of vengeful God.

But if we think we have left the idea of vengeful God behind we should think again.

After the Tsunami that hit last year a number of Christians around the word were quick to note that Muslim countries and hedonistic holiday resorts had been particularly affected.
  
I would like to offer my own opinion here: I think we are attracted to this idea of the punishing god at one level because we cannot cope with suffering being meaningless. It is almost too terrible for us to contemplate that pain and anguish might just be, that it occurs simply because we live in a universe of chance. 

Some scientists have suggested that we have evolved to find links and connections, it is one of the aspects of our being that has helped us come this far. But at times we try and find links and connections where there are none. 

I would like to suggest that at times we give explanations, even terrible, terrible, explanations for pain and suffering simply because it is in us to do so. 

Perhaps the greatest invention we have come up with on this front is a hell of fire and torment.

Hell has often been used as the great pain palace;  a place where pains are inflicted on those who escaped them in this place. 
Take a look at this work of religious art. Hieronymus Bosch was born in the mid 15th Century. This painting called a triptych. It is in three sections. Triptychs usually went behind altars. The Garden of Delights was bought by Prince II of Spain in 1591.
The third panel on the right is simply know as hell, here is a detail of it, it is hellish

People still think of Hell as a place where people get their just deserts.
Hell isn’t just an idea from medieval Europe. It is powerful, worldwide idea. 

Hell, if there is a Hell, is far more the absence of love than it is a place of punishment. We may find that comparison helpful in a while.

But that still leaves us with the issue of why people suffer.

Job

Another answer is given in the Bible. 

In fact a whole book of the Bible deals with this. It comes within the Wisdom section of the Old Testament.

Here is another William Blake picture this from his illustrations of the Book of Job. 

In the book of Job, Job is a man who is blameless and has led a good life. At the heart of the story Job suffers, he suffers terribly. He loses everything: his animals, his children, he is covered with sores. To cap it all he is visited by three friends (you can see them with him sat underneath God) who tell him that of course he must have sinned, for God to have visited this judgement on him. 
The book of Job is not an easy read.  The book contains cycles of conversations between Job and his three friends which to our minds seem to go nowhere. In the end no answer is really given, and that is the great triumph of the book. It is clear that suffering is not always linked to God punishing us.

But is pain always without purpose? Or to put this question in a more pragmatic way, is there nothing we can do with pain other than to try and get rid of it?
C.S. Lewis, the author of the Narnia Chronicles, wrote a short book, 'The Problem of Pain'. In it he very memorably states that pain is 'God's megaphone to rouse a deaf world' a startling phrase that almost seems cruel when initially examined. Was the pain of Daniel’s Parents simply because they had not listened to God? 

What Lewis said was that God speaks to us in many and various ways. God , and I am quoting here from CS Lewis 'whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains'.

C.S. Lewis was not, I believe, a cruel man and his argument is more subtle than that phrase might suggest.  

One point is that we are not always good at hearing God when all is well in our world, that seems true for some of us.

Pain can have some purpose, it is there to rouse us, wake us, to make us see that something is desperately and terribly wrong with the world we live in. It is not that difficult to think of the purpose of the pain of a hangover for example, or of toothache, or even the pain of stubbing your toe on the furniture. All these are purposeful, they warn us that our behaviour is unhelpful, in fact one could say stupid. This is a traditional approach to pain. You are in pain because of what you have done. When you think about it, it explains a lot, more than we often give it credit for. 

What I have said barely touches real pain though, the pain of loosing a loved one, the pain of enduring loneliness.  I know that each one of us here, if we were to examine our lives, know of a certain emptiness in the pit of selves. We know of times when a yawning pit of pain opens up before us and the real possibility of annihilation seems to exist. That was the feeling I had when I was with that couple in their small Scottish flat, as they yelled and screamed like animals.
For some theologians the best answer that can be given is that pain exists in this universe of ours. It is an intrinsic part of the creation. 
Edvard Munch’s The Scream captures that, the pain is in the whole picture not just the screamer.

Pain and tragedy have been around as long as there has been life and love. It is part of the cost of being alive, being free, being able to love. Pain is always a possibility where we are free to love. As Simon and Garfunkel once noted it is only a rock that feels no pain. 

There is an awesome aspect to this issue, the fact that love opens up to pain. And here I wish to talk with real humility, I need to be careful with my words. The awesome humbling truth is that some people can make something of the sufferings they bear. There are people who have endured great tragedies, almost Job like in their dimension and have emerged not with some facile answer or with no answer at all, but with a profound spirituality, almost a thankfulness for the life that they have been given.  Job himself at the end of his trials is near this place.
After 42 chapters of argument, counter argument. Job says ‘ I have spoke of things I have not understood, things too wonderful for me to know’

There are people who are not broken by suffering, but nor are they strengthened. I think it is fair to say that some are transformed. 

The American author Rabbi Harold Kusher,  watched his son die of a rapid ageing disease and said “I am a more sensitive person, a more effective pastor, a more sympathetic counselor because of Aaron’s life and death then I would ever have been without it.  And I would give up all of those gains in a second if I could have my son back.  If I could choose, I would forego all the spiritual growth and depth which has come my way because of our experience, and be what I was fifteen years ago, an average rabbi, an indifferent counselor, helping some people and unable to help others, and the father of a bright, happy boy.  But I cannot choose.”
I have no answer to why some are broken by suffering and others are not. There is randomness to much of life. Faith can help us live on this chaotic sea, I believe and it is no surprise that many people do, through suffering, come closer to God. But to say God uses suffering as a recruitment tool would be to make God into a monster.

So far I have talked a lot about God and suffering, and rightly so since that was the title of tonight’s talk. But it may be worth taking a breather here and thinking along different lines.

Much of suffering is inextricably linked to human activity.  Think of earthquakes wreaking havoc and bringing about almost boundless pain. We sometimes call them acts of God! But the pain of earthquakes is largely due to the way we build houses and where we choose to live. 
We are ready to blame God when we should look at ourselves.  This is an image of human made hell. Taken, when you think about it, not far from here. In the killings fields of Pol Pot’s Cambodia or Kampuchea.  

Much of human suffering is caused by humans. That is something that was learnt, if you can say that, during the two World Wars. Immense optimism in the human project collapsed under the weight of our inhumanity to each other. Much religious thinking about suffering changed with the Holocaust in particular. It would be strange for me not to mention the holocaust , it has cast an immense shadow over all our lives. 

These two pictures come from the extermination camp of Aushchwitz 
Rabbi Hugo Gryn was a survivor of the Holocaust.  He used to say the question “Where is God?’ as it is usually asked in times of suffering, especially by those who are observers and not participants, is a “cop-out”.  He insisted that the real question should be ”Where is Man?” – meaning we should investigate as fearlessly and persistently as possible the full extent of man’s inhumanity to man before we even begin to think about God in such terrible situations.

You will not be surprised by my saying that there is no great answer to the question of suffering. I do not know why some people suffer so greatly. 

I believe we live in a universe of freedom and choice. For there to be life and love in this universe I believe there also must be death and pain.  The atheist might say that in that balance they see no place for God, but for me God is alongside those who grieve the greatest, and inspiring those who care the most. 

The Christian heart

This is by the German painter Matthias Grunewald.

One of the central images of Christianity is that of Christ on the cross. 

It is an image of real pain and suffering. Also in that picture is Jesus mother at the foot of the cross. It is not a comfortable image. It is the image of a mother seeing her first son die. 

God was not able to stop that pain. He was nailed to the cross at the time. It is not easy to think of God constrained in that way, but there in that moment of deep despair Jesus calls to his Mother and tells her that John standing with her will assume the care. He tells John that Mary is now his Mother. 

There is a moral aspect to pain and suffering. Just as the ideas insult our sense of cosmic justice they also call for our personal action. We too often run away from suffering, fearing annihilation. At times we have to re-enter rooms of despair and pain.
The Christian hope is not that pain will vanish or evaporate. It is not that we can become hardened or anesthetised , it is that in re-entering moments of pain we can discover that we are not as alone as we might imagine. 

I have stated a number of times tonight that love opens us up to pain. I believe that to be true. But it is the absence of love that causes the deepest of pains ( that is where the idea of hell takes hold of us again, a place where love is utterly absent) but yet it is love that is the only medicine we know for the deepest of pains. The message of Christianity is that even in what seems like unbearable agony, God’s love is present.

Matt was kind enough to help me find some words to end tonight’s talk. They are from a hymn that is well known, but I for one had not listened closely enough to these words before.

God is love: and he enfoldeth 
all the world in one embrace;

with unfailing grasp he holdeth

every child or every race.

And when human hearts are breaking

under sorrow’s iron rod,

then they find that self-same aching

deep within the heart of God.

Genesis

� 2 Samuel 6:6-7  When they came to the threshing floor of Nacon, Uzzah reached out his hand to the ark of God and took hold of it, for the oxen shook it. 7 The anger of the LORD was kindled against Uzzah; and God struck him there because he reached out his hand to the ark; and he died there beside the ark of God.





� http://www.biblicalrecorder.org/content/news/2005/1_26_2005/ne260105blackaby.shtml





