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Christ does not explain in the abstract the reasons for suffering,
but before all else he says: “Follow me!” Come! Take part through
your suffering in this work of saving the world, a salvation achieved
through my suffering! Through my Cross. Gradually, as the individual
takes up his cross, spiritually uniting himself to the Cross of Christ,
the salvific meaning of suffering is revealed before him. He does not
discover this meaning at his own human level, but at the level of
the suffering of Christ. At the same time, however, from this level of
Christ the salvific meaning of suffering descends to man’s level and
becomes, in a sense, the individual’s personal response. It is then that
man finds in his suffering interior peace and even spiritual joy.
(Saint John Paul II, Salvifici Doloris, 26)

Why
does a good God
allow suffering?

“Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and
in my flesh I am filling up what is lacking in Christ’s
afflictions for the sake of his body, that is, the
Church.” (Col 1:24 ESV-CE)
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Words from Pope Saint John Paul II
The theme of suffering - precisely under the aspect of this salvific
meaning... is a universal theme that accompanies man at every point
on earth: in a certain sense it co-exists with him in the world, and thus
demands to be constantly reconsidered... It is as deep as man himself,
precisely because it manifests in its own way that depth which is proper to man, and in its own way surpasses it. Suffering seems to belong
to man’s transcendence: it is one of those points in which man is in a
certain sense “destined” to go beyond himself, and he is called to this
in a mysterious way.
It can be said that man in a special fashion becomes the way for the
Church when suffering enters his life. This happens, as we know, at
different moments in life, it takes place in different ways, it assumes
different dimensions; nevertheless, in whatever form, suffering seems
to be, and is, almost inseparable from man’s earthly existence.
Human suffering evokes compassion; it also evokes respect, and in its
own way it intimidates. For in suffering is contained the greatness of
a specific mystery. This special respect for every form of human suffering must be set at the beginning of what will be expressed here later by
the deepest need of the heart, and also by the deep imperative of faith.
About the theme of suffering these two reasons seem to draw particularly close to each other and to become one: the need of the heart commands us to overcome fear, and the imperative of faith... provides the
content, in the name of which and by virtue of which we dare to touch
what appears in every man so intangible: for man, in his suffering,
remains an intangible mystery.
(Pope Saint John Paul II, Salvifici Doloris, 2-4)

Peace and Blessings!
This booklet came about in response to a question asked by many
people: Why does a good God allow suffering? In fact, this is one of
the most common questions people ask when leaving the church and
questioning God’s existence. I’ve written this booklet to accompany my
videos on the same topic, which are posted on our parish website at:
https://stjohnpaul2.org.
My response to this question is a vital part of my efforts to clarify
misconceptions and misunderstandings about the role human
suffering plays in God’s Eternal Plan. I also want to invite questions
and respond with answers that evoke an inquiring interest and a more
profound desire for reflection on such topics. Ultimately, answers to
one question often lead to more questions; the inquiring soul seeks to
know its origins and purposes in life.
As with the corresponding videos posted on our website, the
content in this booklet is sequential in building foundational
awareness of the roots of suffering. It is essential to read this
booklet in sequential order from beginning to end. In doing
so, you will better understand the mysteries of this question
of suffering.
Saint Faustina, a Polish nun and mystic who received visions of Jesus
during the 1930s, is responsible for giving us the image of Jesus, The
Divine Mercy, as well as her Diary. Jesus dictated the words in the
Diary to help all of us understand the mysteries of our merciful God.
Many of these words refer to the topic of suffering. Note the Diary,
Bible, Catechism, and Saint’s quotes throughout this booklet.
It is my sincere hope that in reflecting on these contemplative answers
to this question, each reader will become one of those souls who seeks
to know its origins and purposes in life.
Peace,

Very Reverend James Spahn, V. F.
Pastor of Saint John Paul II Catholic Church, Thornton, CO, USA

Words of Jesus written by Saint Faustina
Jesus: “Listen, My daughter, although all the works
that come into being by My will are exposed to great
sufferings, consider whether any of them has been
subject to greater difficulties than that work which is
directly Mine - the work of Redemption. You should not
worry too much about adversities. The world is not as
powerful as it seems to be; its strength is strictly limited.
Know, My daughter, that if your soul is filled with the
fire of My pure love, then all difficulties dissipate like
fog before the sun’s rays and dare not touch the soul. All
adversaries are afraid to start a quarrel with such a soul,
because they sense that it is stronger than the whole
world.”
(Diary, 1643).

What’s the Problem?
I have made several teaching videos prior to this endeavor. However, this
one may be the most important and certainly the most difficult to record.
The title for this video series is: Why does a good God allow suffering? This
question has loomed large in humanity’s imagination for thousands of
years. Even God’s chosen people, the Jews, struggled with this most perplexing dilemma. Nowhere in the Old Testament is it more of a central focus than in the Book of Job. The book has as its theme the eternal problem
of unmerited suffering. The central character, Job, seeks to understand the
sufferings that have come about in his life. I would dare say that every human person has grappled with this troubling question. Even among devout
Christians, it can create a challenge to one’s faith and belief in God. To the
point: how can we reconcile an all-knowing and loving God with the reality of so much suffering in our world? Nowhere is this more evident than
when we observe the suffering of the innocent, and especially the young
child. Please know, as a pastor for a number of years, I have experienced
this firsthand on several occasions. On one occasion, I have tried to offer
comfort in the hospital room to the parents with a young daughter undergoing great pain and suffering from a terminal illness.
Now I am certain I have your full attention. You know exactly what I am
talking about because you have experienced it in many varied ways: as you

turn on the news channel, during attendance at a funeral, when you visit
the hospital, in the middle of your neighborhood, and even in your own
home. Intuitively we know something is very wrong. How did we get to
this tragic point? Where is God in all this pain and suffering?

There are Answers and a Plan
Please be assured that I do have essential explanations for these troubling
questions. The very purpose of this video series is to share with you the
fruits of my prayer and research over many years. I feel confident that if you
stick with each of these videos, you will come to a greater understanding
and acceptance of the “big picture” of God’s plan for humanity. As with
my previous videos, I attempt to keep them relatively brief at about ten to
twelve minutes each. Remember, it is essential that you watch each one
sequentially as the teaching in each video builds upon those that preceded
it.
To be sure, God is all-knowing, all-loving, and all-powerful! Furthermore,
God does have a plan for each and every one of us. In addition, and most
importantly, suffering is an essential component of God’s plan for every
human person. Yes, you heard me correctly; suffering is absolutely vital
in God’s plan. Even so, it would not be prudent to advance directly with
a detailed response to this perplexing problem without first building the
foundation. Please note that no quick answer will suffice. I am asking
you to allow me the opportunity to fully explain, for I am convinced your
perspective on suffering will be altered.
Jesus: “My will has not yet been fully accomplished in you; you will still
remain on earth, but not for long. I am well pleased with your trust,
but your love should be more ardent. Pure love gives the soul strength
at the very moment of dying. When I was dying on the cross, I was not
thinking about Myself, but about poor sinners, and I prayed for them to
My Father. I want your last moments to be completely similar to Mine
on the cross. There is but one price at which souls are bought, and that
is suffering united to My suffering on the cross. Pure love understands
these words; carnal love will never understand them.”
(Diary, 324).
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The Journey Begins
Buckle up because we are heading out on a journey to find some muchneeded answers. Like any great adventure, we must start at the beginning
before we can get to our final destination. Please know that this teaching
comes from the very wisdom of God, which is to say it does not find its
origin with us finite human beings. I call to mind the words of the prophet
Isaiah when he declares, “For as the heavens are higher than the earth, so
are my ways higher than your ways and my thoughts than your thoughts.”
(Is 55:9 ESV-CE). In Saint Paul’s First Letter to the Corinthians, he explains
to the people, “But I, brothers, could not address you as spiritual people,
but as people of the flesh, as infants in Christ. I fed you with milk, not
solid food, for you were not ready for it...” (1 Cor 3:1-2 ESV-CE). To press the
point further, I propose to you an analogy from our own human experience
at school. When we attend kindergarten, we are not immediately taught
calculus or trigonometry. It is not until we have had years of foundational
information that we attempt an understanding of the more complex
concepts. Accordingly, so it is with the great truths and mysteries of God’s
eternal wisdom. That is to say; we must have some basic understanding of
the fundamentals of the spiritual realm before we can try to comprehend
the most sublime truths from the Almighty God.
As with any great story, we must look to the beginning. How did things
get so messed up in the first place? To answer this question, we must also
confront the problem of evil, the reality of sin, and the origin of Satan. It
is unavoidable and painful, yet we must face head-on these challenging
questions. While it is certainly essential to reflect upon the question
of origins, we must also maintain a level of brevity so we can get to our
original question sooner; namely, why does a good God allow suffering?
Therefore, let us now turn our focus to the Book of Genesis, which literally
means beginnings.

The Big Picture
Let us now consider the “big picture” of the entirety of God’s design and
our place within this epic saga. Simply put, it can be summarized as:
CREATION, DE-CREATION, RE-CREATION.

Creation
Certainly, the Creation story recounted in the Bible makes use of figurative
language in an attempt to come to an understanding of the primordial
events that took place at the beginning of history. As you might imagine,
the CREATION section reveals God’s Creation of humanity, but also the very
fabric of all of space and time. The totality of all that exists includes much
more than just those things that are detectable with our human scientific
instruments. It also includes the entire spiritual dimensions as well. The
spiritual realm would obviously include the angels that traverse both the
heavens and the earth. As we read in the Book of Genesis, we were not only
wonderfully made, but we were also established in friendship with our
Creator and in harmony with all of Creation. As the Catechism teaches,
we were constituted in an original state of holiness and justice, which is to
say we would share in the divine life. (CCC, 375). In fact, we humans at this
point of the story would not experience death or pain or suffering.
Jesus: “Proclaim that mercy is the greatest attribute of God. All the
works of My hands are crowned with mercy.”
(Diary, 301).
Jesus: “My daughter, tell the whole world about My inconceivable mercy.
I desire that the Feast of Mercy be a refuge and shelter for all souls, and
especially for poor sinners. On that day the very depths of My tender
mercy are open. I pour out a whole ocean of graces upon those souls
who approach the Fount of My Mercy. The soul that will go to Confession
and receive Holy Communion shall obtain complete forgiveness of sins
and punishment. On that day all the divine floodgates through which
graces flow are opened. Let no soul fear to draw near me, even though
its sins be as scarlet. My mercy is so great that no mind, be it of man or
of angel, will be able to fathom it throughout all eternity. Everything
that exists has come forth from the very depths of My most tender
mercy. Every soul in its relation to Me will contemplate My love and
mercy throughout eternity. The Feast of Mercy emerged from My very
depths of tenderness. It is My desire that it be solemnly celebrated on
the first Sunday after Easter. Mankind will not have peace until it turns
to the Fount of My Mercy.”
(Diary, 699).

De-Creation
Next, we turn our attention to DE-CREATION, which speaks of the
unraveling of the grandeur of Creation. Tragically both humans and some
angels, through a distortion of their extraordinary gift of freedom, choose
to turn against God, their Creator. Moral evil now asserts itself in our story.
In fact, God permitted us to use our freedom in such a manner because
he respects the freedom of his creatures and, mysteriously, knows how to
derive good from it. (CCC, 311). This is where we find the source of sin, the
origin of Satan and his demon followers, and the terrible consequences
that follow. Indeed, suffering is a consequence of original sin. Please know:
God is not vindictive like we creatures can be, but rather the consequences
follow directly from the very nature of sin itself.
Jesus: “Today I heard the words: In the Old Covenant I sent prophets
wielding thunderbolts to My people. Today I am sending you with My
mercy to the people of the whole world. I do not want to punish aching
mankind, but I desire to heal it, pressing it to My Merciful Heart. I
use punishment when they themselves force Me to do so; My hand is
reluctant to take hold of the sword of justice. Before the Day of Justice I
am sending the Day of Mercy.”
(Diary, 1588).

Re-Creation
The final section of the story is where we learn of God’s RE-CREATION.
As you would guess, this includes God’s plan to rescue us pitiful humans
from the serious consequences which we incurred from our rejection of
God and opposition to him. Sin can best be viewed as a rupture of our
communion with God, which damages our communion with others. As the
Catechism informs us, After his fall, man was not abandoned by God. On the
contrary, God calls him and in a mysterious way heralds the coming victory over
evil and his restoration from his fall. (CCC, 410). The victory is to come from
a rather unlikely source, namely the crucifixion of Jesus. Certainly, as we
know, crucifixion was a horrible death executed by the Roman soldiers.
How strange indeed that God would make use of such an instrument of
suffering to bring about the redemption of humanity. As we have already
observed, at the time of Creation, mankind was truly blessed in many ways
prior to original sin. However, now God has planned something even more
significant through the power of the Cross. Saint Thomas Aquinas wrote,
There is nothing to prevent human nature’s being raised up to something greater,
even after sin; God permits evil in order to draw forth some greater good. (CCC,
412).

Cosmic Consequences
It is necessary to realize that sin has caused incalculable harm to not
only our human lives but the entirety of Creation itself. In his letter
to the Romans, Saint Paul tells us that all of Creation is now in need of
being redeemed (Rom 8:22 ESV-CE). Perhaps an image from the natural
world might create a vivid picture for you. Imagine a calm morning with
no wind, and you are gazing intently upon the serene surface of a pond.
Next, you pick up a small pebble and throw it into the middle of the pond.
Immediately you will notice a small splash at the point of contact, but
momentarily ripples will impact the entire surface of the pond. Please note
that, as a direct result of your action of throwing the pebble, everything
has changed; thus, the beautiful calm of the pond has vanished.
Indeed, we must face the fundamental certainty that there are repercussions
for all our actions. Our sinful actions send ripples that adversely impact
ourselves and those around us. For instance, when we choose wrongly to
drink alcohol and drive, we face the distinct possibility of causing a major
accident. The consequence could be severe, especially if someone is hurt
or killed by our actions. As you can imagine, the most severe consequence
within the “big picture” of our human reality is eternal damnation. In the
New Testament, Jesus often speaks in parables regarding the reality of
heaven and hell. Please know that God possesses the attributes of perfect
love and mercy, but His perfect justice balances these attributes. Does
this mean God is a cruel judge to be appeased? Absolutely not. Instead,
the crucifixion of Jesus was the unveiling of God’s divine heart and the
revelation that no sin of ours could separate us from the love of God.

Look to the Cross
We are about to enter holy ground and catch a glimpse of the transcendent
wisdom of God’s plan for humanity. Our attention must indeed turn to the
Cross. Yes, at this point, we must focus on the death of Jesus upon the Cross
and the implications this has for each of us. So how is it that the death of
Jesus upon the Cross fulfills God’s plan of our salvation? In addition, and
more to the point of our inquiry, how is the Cross central to our discussion
regarding human suffering and God’s plan? The Passion of Jesus upon the
Cross is a very disturbing mental image for us to hold onto. We call to mind
his unjust condemnation; the ingratitude of humanity that he had come to
save; the betrayal by his friend and companion Judas; the abandonment
by the Apostles; the violence inflicted upon him by the Roman soldiers
with the Crown of Thorns and the horrible pain of the scourging; the
mocking of the Jewish leaders; the carrying of the heavy load of the Cross;
the emotional agony of the encounter with his mother along the sorrowful
path; the excruciating pain of the nails as they entered his hands and feet;
and finally the three hours of agony on the Cross until his final breath.
We killed the Son of God, and then the resurrected Jesus returned to us in
forgiving love.
When we contemplate the Passion and Death of Jesus Christ, and indeed
every time we gaze upon a Cross, we should call to mind God’s unconditional
love for each of us. As Jesus himself said, “Greater love has no one than
this, that someone lay down his life for his friends.” (Jn 15:13 ESV-CE).
He stands before the necessary justice of the Heavenly Father, imploring
mercy on our behalf. This ultimately reveals the incomprehensible
mystery of God’s plan of salvation and the depths of the mercy of God.
The Cross demonstrates His unconditional love and desire that we spend
eternity in heaven with Him and the extreme measures He was willing to
go to save our souls. Indeed, Jesus uses the weapon of the Cross in the great
battle against sin and evil.
“I want to share compassionately in the sufferings of my neighbors
and to conceal my own sufferings, not only from them, but also from
You, Jesus.
Suffering is a great grace; through suffering the soul becomes like
the Savior; in suffering love becomes crystallized; the greater the
suffering, the purer the love.”
(Diary, 57).
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Why Human Suffering?
I thank you for sticking with me so far because now the story begins to
turn more directly towards the focus of our inquiry. I have just shared with
you the most important message of all time: “For God so loved the world,
that he gave his only Son, that whoever believes in him should not perish
but have eternal life.” (Jn 3:16 ESV-CE). Nevertheless, I am also very much
aware that we still have not directly answered the question regarding the
problem of human suffering. Once again, the question repeats, why does a
good God allow human suffering? I implore you to keep an open mind and
heart as we press forward. Please remember that through this teaching,
we will now encounter the very wisdom of God. Therefore, to put it mildly,
this will prove to be almost certainly challenging for us to comprehend
fully.

Our Limited Perspective
I will once again draw upon a few examples from human experience to
help set the stage before moving forward. The American philosopher
William James once spoke of a thought that occurred to him while in his
home library. His dog was very familiar with the library and often spent
many hours looking and sniffing around the room. However, the dog had
no possible way of truly comprehending the significance of a library or
what was contained within those hundreds of books. Even if James had
tried to have a conversation with his dog, explaining in detail, there was
no real possibility that the dog would grasp the meaning of his words.
He reasoned that, in like fashion, we are like the dog in the library trying
our best to grasp the complexities of the universe and the depths of the
wisdom of God.
Another example I draw upon is the life of the American astronomer Carl
Sagan. In 1980 he made a television series called Cosmos. In one of the
episodes, he attempted to explain a complex theoretical theory using a
relatively simple analogy. Imagine a place called Flatland. As you might
expect, everything and everybody in Flatland is flat. The people have
only experienced left and right, but never up or down. One day, a strange
three-dimensional object enters their world from above. The object, from
their perspective, would have just suddenly appeared; they would have
seen only the very bottom layer of it. The people would undoubtedly be
confused and unsure what it was or from where it had come. The threedimensional object wants to help the people understand this greater reality
that lies beyond their limited experience; so, it momentarily takes one
Flatlander upwards. When the Flatlander is placed back with his friends,
he desperately tries to explain the experience; but he is utterly unable to
do so. In the end, the people conclude that their friend has just gone crazy.
In order to perceive the true answer to the “why” of suffering, we must
look to the revelation of Divine Love, the ultimate source of the meaning
of everything that exists. Love is also the richest source of the meaning
of suffering, which always remains a mystery: we are conscious of the
insufficiency and inadequacy of our explanations. Christ causes us to enter
into the mystery and to discover the “why” of suffering, as far as we are
capable of grasping the sublimity of divine love...Love is: also the fullest
source of the answer to the question of the meaning of suffering. This answer
has been given by God to man in the Cross of Jesus Christ.
(Saint John Paul II, Salvifici Doloris, 13)

Suffering Produces Endurance
In Saint Paul’s letter to the Romans, he tells us that God strengthens us
through the trials and tribulations of life: “We rejoice in our sufferings,
knowing that suffering produces endurance...’’ (Rom 5:3 ESV-CE).
Certainly, no one enjoys pain or suffering. Quite the opposite, we often
go to great lengths to avoid it. However, given the right reason, we will
quickly subject ourselves to it for the end result. I think about mothers
who will subject themselves to the pain of the birthing process for the
great joy they experience in the life of their newborn child. Or the times in
which we will subject ourselves to the pain of surgery for the healing and
restoration which follows.
Indeed, it is, in fact, necessary that we are allowed to encounter and
embrace these challenges in life because it is then that we are strengthened.
I call to mind numerous examples in the animal kingdom as well. When
the monarch butterfly is slowly and with great difficulty breaking its way
out of its chrysalis case, although we are tempted to help the poor little
creature, we must refrain from doing so. Likewise, when the baby turtle is
slowly developing in the egg buried under the beach sand, it finally comes
to the moment to break forth from the shell and dig through a layer of
sand to make its way to the ocean. So, it is when parents are raising their
children; namely, they know they can’t do everything for their children
because they must also let their children have these opportunities.
Otherwise, it could impair and delay the child’s natural development.

Suffering is Transformed
Perhaps a rethinking of suffering is necessary. Even a small measure of
faith can aid our theological reflection. Faith is an attitude of trust before
the living God, which calls for a willingness to be open on our part. We
can see with new eyes when we operate out of this transformed vision,
and amazing things can happen. It entails a surrender to the Creator of
the entire universe who can do infinitely more than we can ever imagine.
Considering what we can gather from sacred scripture, the lives of the
saints, and the example of many heroic men and women over the centuries,
we certainly can find meaning in human suffering. This moment provides
an invitation into a more profound encounter with the mystery of God’s
divine providence. Pope Saint John Paul II tells us that Christ’s death has
redeemed human suffering through the Cross.
Precisely by means of this suffering he must bring it about “that man
should not perish, but have eternal life”. Precisely by means of his
Cross he must strike at the roots of evil, planted in the history of man and
in human souls. Precisely by means of his Cross he must accomplish the
work of salvation. This work, in the plan of eternal Love, has a redemptive
character. And therefore Christ severely reproves Peter when the latter wants
to make him abandon the thoughts of suffering and death on the Cross. And
when , during his arrest in Gethsemane, the same Peter tries to defend him
with the sword, Christ says, “Put your sword back into its place...”. But
how then should the scriptures be fullfilled, that it must be so? And he also
says, “Shall I not drink the cup which the Father has given me?”.
(Saint John Paul II, Salvific Doloris, 16)
Then Pope Francis tells us, Let us think deeply about the suffering of Jesus and
let us say to ourselves: this is for my sake. Even if I had been the only person in
the world, he would have done it. He did it for me! (General Audience, April 16,
2014). Please know that suffering, in itself, is not good; but, in and through
Christ’s suffering on the Cross, it can attain an abundance of graces that
transform our lives. God permits suffering to bring about a greater good,
which we cannot always fully understand.
Sometimes it may be evident, but often we must remember that God’s
created universe is infinitely complex, and we only see a minuscule slice
of it. Simply put, God’s viewpoint is very different from our own. However,
to bear any cross without the help of God is not possible. Little by little,
as the individual takes up his cross uniting it to the Cross of Christ, the
salvific meaning of suffering is revealed by God’s grace, and it is then that
the person finds joy and peace. Jesus understands your pain, and He shares
your pain with you. He will guide us and give us the strength and courage
to go through our struggles and sufferings.

Suffering for the Common Good
Taking up one’s cross also includes taking the initiative to seek suffering
for the common good. This can be done in many ways, but even simply by
confronting appalling public belief and policy. The example par excellence
could well be those who stood opposed to Hitler and the Nazi regime. As
we grapple with the problem of evil and human suffering, perhaps there is
no more significant example in human history than the atrocities inflicted
upon the innocent at the hands of the Nazis. Saint Maximilian Kolbe was
a Polish Catholic priest who was placed in the Auschwitz concentration
camp after standing opposed to their evil policies. During his internment,
he volunteered to die in place of a stranger in the death camp. He freely
offered his life to save a father and husband who was slated to be killed, as
he proclaimed, I am a Catholic priest; take me in his place. This is the ultimate
acceptance of suffering, embracing it fearlessly and daringly on behalf of
another.
Another example is that of Cyprien and Daphrose Rugamba, who were
murdered in 1994 during the Rwandan genocide. Cyprien had entered the
seminary as a young man; however, after several difficulties, he not only
left the seminary but fell away from the faith. Throughout their marriage,
Daphrose continually prayed for the conversion of her husband. In 1982
he became seriously ill, and the doctors could not help him. As he suffered
greatly and was near death, he experienced a powerful conversion and
returned to his faith in God. He would later attribute his transformation
in life to that time of suffering. He and his wife helped many poor and
hungry people in their community. The country faced much division

and violence. The ethnic tension erupted into much bloodshed as the
members of the Hutu majority began to attack their Tutsi neighbors; as a
result, an estimated one million people were killed. Cyprien and his wife
denounced the violence and worked tirelessly to bring peace. They did
this even though they knew it put their lives at risk with those in power.
Cyprien would often say, We have only one party; that of Jesus. His outspoken
criticism of the violence made his family a target; as a result, they were
murdered in their home along with six of their ten children.
Yet another example is revealed in the movie, A Hidden Life. It portrays
the true story of Blessed Franz Jägerstätter, a devout Catholic Austrian
peasant farmer, and his pastor, Father Franz Reinisch. Blessed Franz
Jägerstätter loved his wife and children very much. As a farmer, he worked
hard to provide for his family on his farm. He respected the devotion of
his pastor, who taught him prayers for the intercession of the Blessed
Mother. His pastor refused allegiance to Hitler during the war, resulting
in his imprisonment and execution. When soldiers told Blessed Franz
Jägerstätter to join Hitler’s army, it was through the example of his pastor
that he courageously refused allegiance to Hitler. While he was in prison,
he remained faithful to God through his prayers taught by his pastor. He
wrote letters to his wife, which helped him gain strength and endurance
through his sufferings until he was executed. These two men are examples
for us to endure sufferings, making sacrifices for the sake of salvation, as
revealed in the life of Christ.
A final example is the wonderful story of Saint Damien of Molokai. Father
Damien was a Catholic priest from Belgium who served as a missionary
priest in Hawaii in the government-mandated medical quarantine
settlement. He worked tirelessly in service to those who were sick and
dying with leprosy even after he contracted the disease that finally took
his life in 1889. His fearless acceptance of suffering reveals the strength of
his courageous determination to care for the sick and dying.
All these people show us that to accept suffering for another is the ultimate
revelation of God’s love, and fruits always result from it. Through suffering,
we have an opportunity to show our love for God and others.

Suffering Brings Growth and Empathy
Seeing the suffering in others can certainly help us grow in our empathy
towards those in need, especially those who are seriously ill. I am reminded
of the parable through which Jesus told of the Good Samaritan as recorded
in the gospel of Luke (Lk 10:25-37). It tells the story of the traveler who
is stripped of his clothing, beaten, and left half-dead alongside the road.
This tragic occasion provides the opportunity for the Samaritan to show
great love and mercy to the person in need. I have often invited members
of my parish to come with me to hospitals and nursing homes. I have also
taken parishioners with me to Africa to our sister parish for mission trips.
It is a life-changing experience to help bring food and basic needs to those
who are truly poor and suffering. It is truly remarkable to observe the
transformation that takes place among those who accompany me on these
trips. As they encounter those who are suffering in many various ways, a
true conversion of mind and heart takes place. Bottom line, the sufferings
of others can offer the occasion to help us become better versions of
ourselves.

Suffering Puts Us Back on the Path
Throughout the Bible, we observe God’s people as they stray from the path
and turn away from their relationship with God. Typically, prophets were
sent to call the people back into the right relationship with God and warn
of impending consequences for their actions. These periods were often
accompanied by spiritual purification characterized by times of difficulty
and suffering. Through suffering, God allows us to feel our insufficiencies
intensely; thus, we must turn back to our Creator to receive his consolation
and peace. The biblical authors explain that the people came to remember
their dependence upon God in these times. In this way, suffering can
function to warn us of sin and act as a deterrent to evil.
In Saint Paul’s Second letter to the Corinthians, we read about his personal
experience of receiving God’s divine wisdom, which would later transform
his ministry. He comes to a realization about this particular aspect of God’s
plan, which is radically different from the way humanity thinks. He was
already a man of great accomplishment and learning in the Jewish faith.
That, coupled with the fact that he had been graced with supernatural
experience. Usually, this would lead a person to be full of pride and rely
upon their own gifts and strengths. The Divine Truth he came to embrace
was that it was only in recognizing his weakness and limitations that God
was able to work through him to do tremendous things.
“So to keep me from becoming conceited because of the surpassing
greatness of the revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh, a
messenger of Satan to harass me, to keep me from becoming conceited.
Three times I pleaded with 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.’ Therefore, I will boast all the more gladly of
my weaknesses, so 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.”
(2 Cor 12:7-10 ESV-CE).
Paul’s “thorn in his flesh” certainly encompassed profound suffering. The
Lord would not remove his suffering because it would ultimately help him
grow personally and enhance his ministry. Paul teaches us a profound
mystery because it defies the way we usually think. As stated previously,
God’s wisdom surpasses our human wisdom; God beholds the big picture,
and we have only a limited perspective. In summary, God helps us in the
challenges we face in daily life, not by making these troubles disappear,
but rather by helping us triumph through human suffering.

Suffering Teaches There is More Than This Life
As a pastor, I have ministered to many who have been very ill and had the
blessing to help prepare many for their upcoming death. I cannot recall
just how many funerals I have celebrated for so many families. It may
sound odd, but I actually find great comfort and peace in the celebration
of these funerals. When we experience suffering and severe illness that
can lead to death, it reminds us that our lives here on earth will pass away
and that we should prepare for life everlasting. This proves to be a good
reminder that this is not our true home. Indeed, God has prepared a place
for us in heaven. For those who are facing terminal illness, it serves as a
time to set priorities straight, namely with God, family, and friends. I have
witnessed firsthand how God works through these times of sadness and
suffering to bring tremendous graces. One such blessing is the healing of
much family dysfunction during these times of difficulty. Many squabbles
have been healed as the family members were forced to put aside their
resentments and come together to gather around the hospital bed and
finally for the funeral itself.

Suffering as Participation in the
Redemption of Humanity
Finally, we turn our attention to perhaps the most fascinating way that
God makes use of human suffering within his eternal plan. Let me preface
this tremendously important teaching by sharing a clear memory from my
childhood. Like any child, I had my fair share of scraped knees, bicycle
accidents, headaches, and all sorts of injuries. Even now, I can almost
hear my mother saying, Don’t waste your suffering; offer it up to God. I would
feel extremely frustrated because I wanted her to take the pain away, not
lecture me with some religious platitude. Not to mention, I had absolutely
no idea what she was talking about. My understanding of what she meant
only came years later as I began to grow in my faith and knowledge of
God’s designs for humanity.
This aspect of God’s plan entails that one offers their redemptive suffering
in a mysterious union with the Passion of Christ for the salvation of
others. These are devout individuals chosen by God who freely and
generously accept suffering in imitation of Christ’s suffering on the Cross.
The scriptural basis for this concept is found in Saint Paul’s Letter to the
Colossians: “Now I rejoice in my sufferings for your sake, and in my flesh I
am filling up what is lacking in Christ’s afflictions for the sake of his body,
that is, the Church.” (Col 1:24 ESV-CE). However, numerous saints have
offered themselves freely to cooperate in union with God’s plan of salvation.
Please understand that Christ’s Passion and Death are utterly sufficient for
the salvation of mankind. God has absolutely no need for our “help” to
maintain and order the universe. However, by God’s own mysterious plan,
He has allowed us humans to participate in the redemption of mankind.
This should come as no surprise because page after page of the Bible
reveals a God who not only allows our participation but encourages it.
Jesus instructs Saint Faustina to “I thirst. I thirst for the salvation of
souls. Help Me, My daughter, to save souls. Join your sufferings to My
Passion and offer them to the heavenly Father for sinners.”
(Diary, 1032).
Jesus also states, “There is no way to heaven except the way of the
cross. I followed it first. You must learn that it is the shortest and
surest way.”
(Diary, 1487).

Conclusion
The problem of suffering is one that everyone experiences in different
ways. God, through His omnipotent wisdom, has a unique plan for each
of us, including suffering as well as recovery. He created the universe with
each of us in mind, providing all we need to live, listen, understand, and
respond through our own free will. Satan tempts us to divert our attention
away from God and towards hell. Each of our sins affects other people as
well as ourselves.
God reveals His mysterious plan for our salvation through the Passion,
Death, and Resurrection of His son, Jesus. When we gaze upon the Cross
of Jesus Christ while contemplating the sufferings He endured for our
sake, we begin to understand God’s merciful love for us. Then each of the
daily sacrifices and crosses we bear becomes a source of our growth and
determination to overcome temptations. Thus, Satan loses his power over
us, and we grow in grace and strength through the grace of God.
As we grow in endurance and understanding of the role of suffering in
our life, we develop empathy as we become more aware of the suffering
of others. Thus, we can sympathize with the suffering of others and help
them, even if our only help is prayer. In doing so, we find joy in our lives
and bring happiness to others through the grace of God working through
us. This joy in recognizing and following God’s will leads us deeper
into the path God has prepared for us. Enduring suffering leads us to a
greater dependence on God’s providence in our lives, as well as a greater
appreciation for God’s merciful love. As we grow in our understanding and
response to suffering, we recognize that our true home is in heaven, and
we re-orient our priorities in that direction.
There is a fascinating passage in the Gospel of Saint John in which Jesus
references the episode recounted in the Old Testament when Moses lifted
up a serpent upon the pole. As the people gazed upon the serpent, they
were healed and saved (Num 21:4-9 ESV-CE). This is so interesting because
the very thing that was killing the people, the serpent, has now been
used by God to save the people. As we have noted earlier in this booklet,
suffering and death were a consequence of the rebellion and sin of our first
human parents. Jesus noted a foreshadowing in this ancient event for His
own upcoming Crucifixion (Jn 3:14 ESV-CE), for Jesus took upon himself
the sins of the world, which were then nailed to the wood of the Cross with
himself. Similarly, as the people were saved by looking at that which was
killing them in time of Moses, so we too are now saved by gazing upon the
crucified Lord lifted high on the Cross.

Thoughts for Reflection
“+ Conversation of the Merciful God with a Suffering Soul
Jesus: “Poor soul, I see that you suffer much and that you do not have
even the strength to converse with me. So I will speak to you. Even
though your sufferings were very great, do not lose heart or give in
to despondency. But tell Me, my child, who has dared to wound your
heart? Tell me about everything, be sincere in dealing with Me, reveal
all the wounds of your heart. I will heal them, and your suffering will
become a source of your sanctification.” (Diary, 1487).
1. Often, the wounds of our hearts have not healed because we have not yet
let go of them. Some people respond to their wounds by blaming God for
the cause of their pain but fail to thank God for the good things that He
provides. We expect God to be fair, but we need to be fair, also. We speak
of the need for justice in our society, yet we are not living to this standard
in our response to God. For example, during the attacks on our nation
on September 11th, 2001, many innocent lives were extinguished. Some
might be tempted to blame God for the loss of life, yet, in all fairness, the
perpetrators were fellow human beings. What wound of your heart have
you not yet let go of? Ask Jesus to heal this wound.
2. Sometimes, the wounds of our hearts have not healed because we
don’t understand why we have experienced so many misfortunes and
sufferings. We think God doesn’t do a good enough job of managing
everything. We forget that God is the master planner and Creator of
this universe, including each one of us. Do servants always know their
master’s plan? Neither can we know all the mysteries of God’s master
plan. What wound of your heart have you held onto because you
misunderstand God’s master plan? Ask Jesus to heal this wound and help
you accept His merciful love and guidance in your life.
3. Occasionally, the wounds of our hearts have not healed because we
reject God due to all the suffering in the world. Some of us think an
omnipotent God should prevent all the suffering and evil on earth.
Consider, hypothetically, what would you do if you were God? To
prevent all future suffering, you would need to remove human freedom,
for it is through our sinful choices that we wound and inflict suffering
upon others. Furthermore, it follows that, with the removal of human
freedom, we no longer have the capacity to love.
“By this we know love, that he laid down his life for us, and we ought to
lay down our lives for others.” (1 Jn 3:16 ESV-CE).
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Jesus teaches us about the Spiritual Life
“During Holy Hour today, I asked the Lord Jesus if He would deign to
teach me about the spiritual life. Jesus answered me, My daughter,
faithfully live up to the words which I speak to you. Do not value
any external thing too highly, even if it were to seem very precious
to you. Let go of yourself, and abide with Me continually. Entrust
everything to Me and do nothing on your own, and you will always
have great freedom of spirit. No circumstances or events will ever
be able to upset you. Set little store on what people say. Let everyone
judge you as they like. Do not make excuses for yourself, it will do you
no harm. Give away everything at the first sign of a demand, even if
they were the most necessary things. Do not ask for anything without
consulting Me. Allow them to take away even what is due you - respect,
your good name - let your spirit rise above all that. And so, set free
from everything, rest close to My Heart, not allowing your peace to
be disturbed by anything. My pupil, consider the words which I have
spoken to you.”
(Diary, 1685).

“Once, Jesus said to me,
My gaze from this image is like My gaze from the cross.”
(Diary, 326).
“+ Today Jesus said to me, I desire that you know more profoundly the
love that burns in My Heart for souls, and you will understand this
when you meditate upon My Passion. Call upon My mercy on behalf of
sinners; I desire their salvation. When you say this prayer, with a
contrite heart and with faith on behalf of some sinner,
I will give him the grace of conversion.
This is the prayer:

‘O Blood and Water, which gushed forth
from the Heart of Jesus as a fount of Mercy for us,
I trust in You.’”
(Diary, 186-187)
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