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Friday 3
Suffering & Marvelling

It isn’t possible on Good Friday to talk about the cross without thinking of the troubles of
our times. All the suffering, all the deaths, all the needless aggression and violence. All the
problems with politics. The problem of human suffering weighs upon all of us, and it is
profoundly discouraging. We ask how God can allow such things to happen. There are
certain things that are traditionally said about this. | will just outline them briefly.

1. God wants us to be free. That means we are free to make mistakes, otherwise it’s no
freedom. Only through freedom can we mature as human beings rather than being treated
as children. So, the world’s suffering is a result of God’s risk of giving us freedom.

2. Suffering can bring out the best in people, that could never have come out in any other
way. Suffering inevitably has the potential to make us bigger people.

3. For the sake of our freedom, God endures all this suffering himself. He is in it. Wherever
we see terrible suffering, there is Christ crucified. Christ suffers together with those who
suffer.

These and other arguments are helpful for us in thinking about the question and can help
get gain some understanding. However, you couldn’t recite any of these arguments to a
grieving mother in Gaza, or to a Ukrainian family who have lost a younger son. There is a
limit to the help reasoning can give. Because of that, some people say, “l can’t believe in a
God who allows all this”. The problem there is that it doesn’t solve anything, but makes the
problem worse, if we don’t even have God to turn to.

On Wednesday | talked about the fact that the deepest truth can only be found through
living through contradictions. There are some strong contradictions in the message of the
gospel, such as the incarnation for example, where God becomes a suffering human bring,
and can cry “why have you forsaken me” to himself. Some kinds of truth can only be
approached through contradiction. Here too with suffering, there is a huge contradiction,
because we have also been given so much that is good beyond measure.

What God has given to us, make no mistake, is stupendous. We never stop to think how
extraordinary our life is. If | think of my eyesight —what we see with our eyes, if we are
blessed with the gift of sight, is fantastic — utterly extraordinary. It is in fact a miracle. Or
there is my body — it works (more or less). My liver does an highly specialized job in sorting
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out all the nutrients and sending them to the right place and so on and so on. All of our life —
the people we love, our language, music and the arts, the wonders of nature, the whole
incredible experience is sheer miracle. John Donne in the 17%" century said this about it:

“It is an astonishment to be alive, and it behoves us to be astonished.”

What we have been given is so amazing and spectacular, that if we think about it properly
we can only be overwhelmed. There is so much happiness in the world, so much love, so
much caring for one another. We regularly overlook all that.

For human beings, surprises quickly cease to be surprises. The wonderful and the fantastic
quickly become ordinary. We are habitual at deflation. The 17®-century priest Thomas
Traherne wrote of this, in describing the sense of wonder that he had as a child.

“The corn was orient and immortal wheat, which never should be reaped, nor was ever
sown. | thought it had stood from everlasting to everlasting. ... The green trees when | saw
them first through one of the gates transported and ravished me, their sweetness and
unusual beauty made my heart to leap, and almost mad with ecstasy, they were such
strange and wonderful things: ... Eternity was manifest in the Light of the Day, and
something infinite behind everything appeared ... | knew no churlish proprieties, nor bounds,
... So that with much ado | was corrupted, and made to learn the dirty devices of this world.
Which now again | unlearn, and become, as it were, a little child again that | may enter into
the Kingdom of God.”

William Wordsworth’s wrote about it: “trailing clouds of glory do we come from God, who is
our home ...”, But “At length the Man perceives it die away, and fade into the light of
common day”

We are all blasé about the miracle we live in. Indifferent, taking it all for granted. That is
simply how we are, habitually. The liturgy meanwhile continually holds the majesty and the
miracle before us, with its sense of wonder. Think for instance of psalm 104. We are so
incredibly lucky.

Now. Here we’ve got two completely contrasting things. How do we hold the two together:
The awfulness of the world’s suffering — and the utter and amazing wonder of life? “Itis an
astonishment to be alive, and it behoves us to be astonished.”

The tradition of the Church bids us to stand attentively between these two things. Not to be
blown off course by either of them. The church and its life of prayer provides the place
where suffering and happiness are held together in all the contradiction of it. If you try to
ride a bike and keep its wheels continually on the yellow line at the edge of the road, you
can gain some idea of the degree of attention that is asked of us in standing between these
two opposites. We need to look both of these contradictory things in the eye — all the
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suffering, and all the wonderful gifts. There are no easy answers to this contradiction, and
easy answers will never satisfy. God asks us to dig down so that we ourselves may be
deepened by this contradiction. The cross and the resurrection are inseparable, and they
work together in gradually exposing the slow road towards the Truth. The famous icon of
the Trinity by Rublev shows three angels whose faces in a wonderful way show deep sorrow
and deep joy. The Christian faith has always said that the cross and the resurrection are
inseparable.

Let us pray:

O God, by your mysterious providence we see the awfulness of the depths of suffering and
the immeasurable wonder of your gifts. Guide us O Lord as we seek to comprehend the
mystery of the height and the depth, through the crucifixion and the resurrection of your
son, who passed through painful death to live for ever, reigning with you and the Holy Spirit
one God, now and in eternity.



