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I particularly began to wrestle with the concept of suffering soon after beginning my theological studies – trying to find meaning and connections in everyday life. Many of you will know that I was a nurse in York Hospital, working in the operating theatre Recovery. The doctors used to bring patients to us occasionally from the wards when they didn’t know where else to take them. I arrived on shift one morning to find the place very busy, and in the middle of it all was this very sick toddler with meningitis. I sat with his family, not really knowing what to say or do.

The little boy was 22 months old and he died right there in our department. Our own son, Zach, was only a few months younger. The parents, as you would expect, were devastated, and the staff were profoundly upset. And me? I was deeply shocked and upset, but was also left with that question: “Where was God in all this?” “Did God make this happen, or simply allow it to happen?” It’s the kind of thing that shakes one’s faith to its foundations and many of you will have asked these very questions: ‘Where was God when…?’ Think of Syria and Iraq – war, violence, injustice, illness, tragedies.

In wrestling with the question of suffering and God (theodicy is the technical term for exploring the problem of evil or suffering) I was profoundly helped by the writing of the theologian John Hick. He begins by saying this: “to many, the most powerful positive objection to belief in God is the fact of evil. Probably for most agnostics it is the appalling depth and extent of human suffering, more than anything else, that makes the idea of a loving Creator seem so implausible”.

Hick goes on to say that a huge amount of suffering in the world can be traced back to humanity’s freedom to do as it wills, such as war, poverty, environmental damage, injustice, and so on. And you can’t just blame that on God. However, there are sources of suffering which are random and almost entirely independent of human will and action – perhaps we can think of some? Earthquake, hurricane, flood, disease (though one might raise the question as to why the poor seem to suffer disproportionately). 
Even from our own experience of grief, illness, pain and other forms of suffering, it is arguable that suffering itself is built into the very fabric of our world – it comes to us all. The Buddhists have a good handle on this. The 1st of the four Noble Truths states that “All beings experience pain and unhappiness during their lifetime.”
John Hick makes this suggestion: “the divine purpose as it is understood in Judaism and Christianity could not be forwarded in a world which was designed as a permanent hedonistic paradise”. 
A world that is perfectly harmless and where no suffering could happen is not a world where love could be expressed, or even needed. A man falls off a ladder and simply floats to the ground without injury – would this world support life without the laws of gravity? A reckless and dangerous driver never meets with disaster? Where would our world be without responsibility? No one would need to work because no harm could come from avoiding work. There would be no need to help people in hunger because there would be no risk of starvation. There would be no need to help people in a time of need or danger, because no real harm could ever come to them. To avoid all risk of suffering, the laws of nature would have to change continually to accommodate and avoid risk, instead of humanity learning to respect and live by them. The same laws which make life possible on this planet also make it dangerous. There are earthquakes and volcanoes because it is a living planet. Cancer cells are just normal cells gone slightly wrong.

A world without suffering of any kind would have to be a very different world to ours. However, John Hick also says, “an environment that was intended to make possible the growth in free beings of the finest characteristics of personal life, must have a good deal in common with our present world”. For love, compassion, charity, neighbourliness, self-sacrifice and courage to flourish, there must also be the risk of suffering. For life to be at all possible, there must also be the risk, even the inevitability, of suffering.

For Christians, well, we read in this coming Sunday's gospel: 'If any want to become my followers, let them deny themselves and take up their cross and follow me' (Mark 8.34).

Jesus, in submitting to the cross, in his pain, in his moment of despair (‘My God, my God, why have you forsaken me?’ – Matt 27.46), in his death and self-sacrifice, Jesus did not exempt himself from the risk of suffering. Why should we expect to avoid it?
Where was God whilst Jesus was crying out ‘My God, my God…’? 

The baby that I saw die, where was God? 

1. Why do bad things happen to good people?

2. Can God still be all-loving and all-powerful, and yet suffering still exist?

3. Where is God in your experience of suffering?

4. How can we better understand the problem of evil in the world?

5. How might we understand our contribution to the suffering of others?
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Richard Rohr
The genius of Jesus’ teaching is that he reveals that God uses tragedy, suffering, pain, betrayal, and death itself, not to wound or punish us, but to bring us to a Larger Identity: “Unless the single grain of wheat loses its shell, it remains just a single grain” (see John 12:24). The shell must first crack for the expanded growth to happen. In such a divine economy, everything can be transmuted, everything can be used, and nothing is wasted. 
Dictionary of Biblical Imagery
It is useful to keep in mind that [in the bible] suffering is of three main types. 'Punitive suffering' is the deserved punishment for a mistake that a person has made. 'Innocent suffering' in unmerited suffering. Both can become 'redemptive suffering', either for the sufferer as he or she is refined or ennobled by it or for the benefit of others (the suffering servant motif).
