Why does God allow suffering?
Intro: The existence of suffering is a real problem for Christians. If God is good and all-powerful and he wants people to be happy, why does he allow suffering? Every time there is a natural disaster like the earthquake in Haiti, or a fatal accident like the recent school coach crash near Cockermouth, or an inhumane act like the horrific massacre in and around Whitehaven this week, whenever some-one dies young, people ask this question. And as Christians, we may well ask why it is that, when we pray for suffering to be averted or ended, sometimes it seems that God answers our prayers wonderfully and at other times it seems that our prayers fall on deaf ears, as when we have prayed for Pete Tollerson over recent years.

The ‘Truman Show’ is a film that tells the story of a man (Jim Carrey acts the part) who is raised by a TV station to be the star of a reality show he does not know he’s in. Through psychological and social manipulation, Truman is confined to Fairview Island. Every single participant in Truman’s life story is an actor performing to the hidden audience of a million television viewers. The director of this vast enterprise is ‘Christoff’ who, from his viewing station in the sky, seeks to control every aspect of Truman’s life to improve audience ratings. When Truman finally works out what’s going on and tries to escape from Fairview Island in a small boat, Christoff sends lightning bolts and storms to prevent him, even though he risks killing him. In the process, this god-like character is exposed as a power-hungry, self-obsessed manipulator. Sadly, many people see God like this. Why does God allow suffering?
Not all suffering comes from God: In Genesis 1, at every stage of the process of creation, God sees that it is good. But in Genesis 3 sin enters this perfect world through the disobedience of humanity, which soon results in suffering, not just for those who first disobeyed God, but for their descendants as well. The biblical view is that suffering is not part of the created order, but entered in through the Fall. When God made us in his image, he gave us free will, which means that we have the capacity to love and to hate, to do good and to do evil. Without free will, we would not have the choice whether to respond to God’s love and enter into a relationship with him, or to turn our backs on him go our own way; which is what we call sin.  
Tragically, so often we choose to go our own way, and there is a direct link between human sin and the existence of suffering. This led many of the religious leaders in Jesus’ day to conclude that, if anyone suffered, like the Galileans whose blood Pilate had mixed with their sacrifices (Luke 13:1), it was because either they or their parents had sinned. But Jesus refuses to go along with this, and asks them, ‘Do you think that these Galileans were worse sinners than all the other Galileans because they suffered this way? I tell you, no! But unless you repent, you too will all perish’ (vv.2+3). And when Jesus came across a man who had been blind from birth and his disciples asked whether he or his parents had sinned that he was born blind, he answered that neither had sinned but it happened so that the work of God might be displayed in his life, and he went on to heal him (Jn. 9:1f).

Sometimes we do suffer as a result of our own sin: greed, selfishness, lust and bad temper often lead to broken or damaged relationships and all kinds of unhappiness. What we reap, we sow. 
But, often we suffer as a result of other people’s sin, as with last week’s shootings or when people flew airliners into the Twin Towers. And natural disasters often cause more harm and loss of life as a result of human sin or error – in Haiti’s earthquake, badly built buildings collapsed; in Bangladesh’s floods, those worst affected are the poor people living on the flood plains; after the Aberfan disaster, in which a slag heap crushed a school, a public enquiry blamed the Coal Board for negligence. The oil spill in the Mexican Gulf is also being blamed on human negligence and greed. People estimate that maybe as much as 95% of the world’s suffering can be attributed to human sin in some way. The remainder can be explained as the result of living in a fallen world.

Even so, the sceptic will say that God could still choose to intervene to prevent suffering. Why doesn’t he?

God uses suffering for our good: This is one reason why our prayers for people to be spared suffering are not always answered as we wish. Hebrews 12:10f puts it like this: ‘Our fathers disciplined us for a little while as they thought best; but God disciplines us for our good, that we may share in his holiness. No discipline seems pleasant at the time, but painful. Later on, however, it produces a harvest of righteousness and peace for those who have been trained by it.’ C.S. Lewis put it slightly differently in ‘The problem of pain’: ‘God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our conscience, but shouts in our pains; it is His megaphone to rouse a deaf world.’ When Jesus said that we need to be grafted into him as a branch into a vine if we are to bear fruit, he warned us that ‘every branch in me that bears no fruit He prunes so that it will be more fruitful’ (Jn. 15:2). We don’t become mature or fruitful by living an easy life and never having to face or overcome difficulties, and God usually uses those difficulties for good.

Look at the example we had in our second reading of Joseph: sold into slavery by his brothers, cut off from his family in exile in Egypt, thrown into prison as a result of being falsely accused by Potiphar’s wife, he learned to remain faithful to his earthly masters and obedient to God through thick and thin. Eventually, his integrity and wisdom are rewarded, and he is entrusted with governing Egypt through a severe drought, which means he is able to save the country from famine and rescue his family from starvation. At the end of his life, reunited with his father and his dear brother Benjamin, and reconciled to the brothers who betrayed him, he can say to them, ‘you intended to harm me, but God intended it for good to accomplish what is now being done, the saving of many lives’ (Gen. 50:20). Joseph is able to see how God has brought blessing out of his trials. 
When Paul, who suffered a great deal himself for following Christ, wrote to the Christians at Rome, he assured them that ‘our present sufferings are not worth comparing with the glory that will be revealed in us’ (Rom. 8:18). That is why we can sing ‘Blessed be your name when the road’s marked with suffering’ and mean it.
The supreme example of God using suffering for good is seen in the resurrection of Christ from the dead, the final victory over sin and death, which will be established at the end of time. Even so, some suffering seems to cause only pain, and we cannot see how God will use it for good.
God is involved in our suffering: Sometimes, there is no definitive answer to why God allows suffering. I often find myself at funerals with no easy answers to offer to those who grieve, but the one thing I can say with confidence is that God is involved in our suffering. He is no detached, indifferent bystander, but, like Jesus at the grave of Lazarus, he weeps with us and shares our grief and pain. When Jesus saw a leper (Mk 1:41) or a widow in Nain weeping by the coffin of her only son (Lk 7:13), he was deeply moved in his guts to compassion. Though equal to the Father, Jesus became like one of us, was tempted as we are, experienced the full range of human emotions, and finally suffered betrayal, a false trial and a slow death by crucifixion that he could have chosen to avoid. He knows what it is to suffer and his heart goes out to those who suffer.
So, whenever there are innocent victims of war or of a random shooting, whenever a child dies in a coach crash or a family is robbed by cancer of a father or a mother, I know that God is there and that he is full of compassion. In a real sense, he suffers alongside those who suffer and weeps with those who weep.
A short play called ‘The Long Silence’ takes us to the end of time; “billions of people are scattered on a great plain before God’s throne. Most shrank back from the brilliant light that is before them. But some groups near the front talked heatedly – not with cringing shame, but with belligerence. ‘Can God judge us? How can he know about suffering?’ snapped a young brunette. She ripped open a sleeve to reveal a tattoed number from a Nazi concentration camp. ‘We endured terror...  beatings...torture... death!’
In another group a young man lowered his collar. ‘What about this?’ he demanded, showing an ugly rope burn. ‘Lynched for no crime... but being black!’ 

In another crowd, a pregnant schoolgirl with sullen eyes. ‘Why should I suffer?’ she murmured. ‘It wasn’t my fault.’
Far out across the plain there were hundreds of such groups. Each had a complaint against God for the evil and suffering he permitted in his world. How lucky God was to live in heaven where all was sweetness and light, where there was no weeping or fear, no hunger or hatred. What did God know of all that man had been forced to endure in this world? For God leads a pretty sheltered life, they said.

So each of these groups sent forth their leader, chosen because he had suffered the most. A Jew, a young black man, a person from Hiroshima, a horribly deformed arthritic, a thalidomide child. In the centre of the plain they consulted with each other. At last they were ready to present their case. It was rather clever. 

Before God could be qualified to be their judge, he must endure what they had endured. Their decision was that God should be sentenced to live on earth - as a man!

‘Let him be born a Jew. Let the legitimacy of his birth be doubted. Give him a work so difficult that even his family will think him out of his mind when he tries to do it. Let him be betrayed by his closest friends. Let him face false charges, be tried by a prejudiced jury and convicted by a cowardly judge. Let him be tortured. 

‘At the last, let him see what it means to be terribly alone. Then let him die. Let him die so that there can be no doubt that he died. Let there be a great crowd of witnesses to verify it.’ 

As each leader announced his portion of the sentence, loud murmurs of approval went up from the throng of people assembled. And when the last had finished pronouncing sentence, there was a long silence. No-one uttered another word. No-one moved. For suddenly all knew that God had served his sentence.”
When we feel alone in our pain, it helps to know that God suffers with us.

So how should we respond to suffering? If we ourselves are suffering, there are two questions we can ask. Firstly, is it in any way the result of my sin? If so, we can repent, in order to receive God’s forgiveness and cleansing. Secondly, is God saying something to me through this? Is there a lesson to learn, a discipline to undergo, so that I might become more mature in Christ? 

If we see others suffering, our first response should be to show compassion rather than judgement, as Jesus showed us in the story of the Good Samaritan. Helping the poor and weak is a crucial part of following Christ, who sacrificed himself for others. 
And if we are tempted to despair at the suffering we see in the world, let’s hold onto this hope: that suffering is an intrusion into God’s creation; whatever we suffer, God suffers for us and with us, and that one day there will be a new heaven and a new earth, where there will be no more suffering, no more tears or death or pain; that God uses suffering for good as part of his plan to redeem his Creation.
