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Hope in Suffering 205

unit filled with hydrocephalic infants and toddlers dying of leukemia; an es-
teemed former professor paralyzed and brain-damaged from a stroke.

The questions loom larger when suffering comes closer to home—your
mother is suddenly stricken with a myocardial infarction; a brother is killed in
an automobile accident; your position at work is dissolved and you find yourself
unemployed. You no longer just ask, Why? Now you implore, Why me?

Several years ago, as my father-in-law sat slumped in a wheelchair after years
of struggling through the effects of a series of strokes, my husband asked him,
“pop, do you ever ask God, Why me?” My father-in-law, a retired pastor, had
spent his life in dedicated service to God and other people. He deserved a better
end than this.

Pop looked at his son and, with great effort, answered, “No, the proper ques-
tion is, Why not me?”

Suffering is a great mystery. It doesn’t make sense to us. Our culture concen-

trates time and attention on avoiding suffering. And when it becomes impossi-

ble to eliminate the suffering, many decide to remove the suffering person
through euthanasia. Such action flies in the face of the Christian hope.

Christians certainly don’t have all the answers, but we can trust the God who
does. The Bible and church history give us some helpful insights into suffering—
insights that do not solve the dilemma but at least make it more bearable. Inter-
estingly, the early Christians who suffered intense persecution and oppression
did not ask the theodicy question.' That came later, as Christians had more leisure
time to spend in reflection. Instead of asking why, the first-century church con-
centrated on supporting the sufferer (1 Pet 4:12-15; 2 Cor 8:1-2; Gal 6:2).

Our culture, on the other hand, has convinced us that we deserve what we
get. That philosophy is fine as long as we are healthy, affluent and successful.
But it rapidly fails when debilitating illness, unemployment or failure strikes un-
expectedly. Even Christians, who trust in God’s grace, may subtly assume that
a person must have done something wrong to deserve the problems that
come—just as Hindus believe that suffering comes from bad karma. That is not
a Christian perspective.

The Mystery of Suffering
Suffering remains a mystery we cannot fully explain, but God has given us some
hints about it, and we can summarize what we do know.

First, suffering came into the world through sin. Suffering was not part of

'Stanley Hauerwas, Naming the Silences: God, Medicine and the Problem of Suffering (Grand
Rapids, Mich.: Eerdmans, 1990), p. 49.
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vith suffer- The descriptions below are general, and a nurse caring for persons of these re-

ple. as well ligions will want to do more in-depth study, as well as learn from the patients
e direct re- themselves. Not only do these views of suffering apply to professed adherents
oo sexually of other religions and cultures, but many of these ideas have become common
buse), we within our culture and even permeated the understanding of some Christians.
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Table 11.1 shows the belief systems in direct relation to one another.

Table 11.1. Suffering: A View from Other Religions

Religion

Cause of Suffering

Response to Suffering

Hinduism

Bad karma created in previous existence.

Resignation to fate in this life while trying
to create good karma for the next life.
Release from the cycle of life to nirvana
with loss of individual identity as the goal.

Buddhism

Desire and attachment to people and/or
things.

Acceptance of the Four Noble Truths and
following the Eightfold Path to eliminate
desire and finally to achieve enlightenment
and loss of individual identity. Mahayana
Buddhism values compassion.

Judaism

Suffering is a fact of life. Why an all-
powerful and all-loving God allows
suffering is a problem. Why the innocent
suffer is a problem. Weakness is a cause
of suffering for secular Jews.

Forsaking sins and developing character is
sometimes the response. Remaining
strong. Adherents work to prevent and
relieve human suffering.

Christianity

Same concerns as Judaism. Evil entered
human experience following the Fall.

Knowing that God suffered for and with
humanity in Jesus Christ. Jesus conquered
death and suffering, he is with us in
suffering, and he will return to rule in the
New Earth. Adherents work to prevent and
relieve human suffering.

Suffering is a fact of life. Allah is
compassionate and all-powerful, and
suffering is not outside his power.

Submission to the will of Allah. Voluntary
suffering is sometimes meritorious. Alms-
giving presents a social way to relieve
suffering.

Animism
(Spiritism)

Curses, magic, witcheraft, etc. lead evil
spirits to cause sickness and other
distress.

Placating or diverting the spirits by means
of charms, amulets, potions, rituals, etc.

Secular
Humanism

Entering the natural chain of cause and
effect either through lack of knowledge or
stupidity.

Knowledge gained through science is the
way to gain control in the chain of natural
cause and effect.

New Age
Mysticism

Wrong thinking, including wrong
commitments to others, causes suffering.
Or it may result from imbalance of energy
or life force.

Psychological techniques to detach the self
from wrong commitments and wrong
thinking, e.g., meditation and yoga.
Movements to manipulate energy achieve
balance and relieve suffering.

Hinduism. In Hinduism, suffering is viewed as the result of bad karma or
destiny created in a previous existence. In other words, the sufferer is paying
for something done when he or she was another person or creature. According
to the doctrine of samsara (transmigration) all life goes through an endless suc-
cession of rebirths. Hindus teach that the appropriate response to suffering is
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release people from the restrictions caused by ignorance and craving and lead
to purification of consciousness or enlightenment. It consists of (1) right knowl-
edge (the Four Noble Truths), (2) right aspirations (intentions), (3) right speech,
(4) right conduct, (5) right livelihood (occupation), (6) right effort, (7) right
mindfulness (self-analysis) and (8) right meditation.’

There are two main divisions of Buddhism: Greater Vehicle (Mabayana)
Buddhism and Lesser Vehicle (Theravada) Buddhism, in which the ways of
achieving Nirvana differ. Most Buddhists today follow Mahayana Buddhism, in
which the ideal is to become a bodhisattva, one who concentrates on reducing
the suffering of others. There is less emphasis on the withdrawal and meditation
that characterizes Theravada Buddism, and more on sacrificing oneself out of
compassion for living beings. By meditating, though, the aspiring bodhisattva
realizes that nothing we see has genuine reality and that the real nature of things
is empty. Meditation is seen as the way to a mystical nondualistic experience of
reality in which there are no distinctions and no self.*

Most cultural Buddhists simply believe that life is suffering, so it must be ac-
cepted without complaining. Buddhist patients may hesitate to report pain or
express emotion. However, they appreciate a nurse who shows sympathy and
persistently seeks to relieve their suffering.’

Judaism. Jews accept the reality of human suffering. The question raised in
the Hebrew Bible (the Christian Old Testament) concerns the distribution of suf-
fering: Why do some people suffer and others not? (Job 21:7-16; Ps 94:3-7). Why
do the wicked not suffer when those who try to keep faith with God do? God
is both compassionate and all-powerful, so why does this injustice occur? Suf-
fering is sometimes-explained as punishment for sin and other times as a means
of testing character and faithfulness. But this does not explain all suffering. The
Bible also speaks of a radical intervention by God in human affairs in which
undeserved suffering will be made right by the coming of a Messiah to set up
God’s kingdom.®

Many modern Jews hold a more secular view of suffering that emphasizes
the need to survive it with courage and dignity. Because of the extreme suffer-

*Boa, Cults, World Religions, pp. 31-33; see also Braswell, Understanding World Religions, PP
52-58.

“Ninan Smart, Worldviews: Crosscultural Explorations of Human Beliefs (New York: Scribner’s,
1983), pp. 105-7. For nursing implications see “An Asian Patient: How Does Culture Affect
Care?” Journal of Christian Nursing, summer 1991, pp. 4-9.
> Jeanette Yep, “An Asian Patient: How Does Culture Affect Care?—A Family Member Responds:
Please Understand Us,” Journal of Christian Nursing, summer 1991, pp. 6-8.

John Bowker, Sujfering in the Religions of the World (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1970), pp. 5-40.
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Nurses may find that patients who think illness js caused by evil spirits will
wear amulets or little sacks of herbs around their necks to ward off the spirit.
They will not want to remove them. It would be important for the nurse to listen
carefully to how an animist patient understands the cause of their suffering and
take their concerns seriously. They may also attribute physical illness to spirits,
and so believe that taking prescribed medication will not help.

Naturalism. For the naturalist, suffering is purely the result of natural causes.
Humans suffer either because they do not yet know how to avoid the natural
chain of cause and effect or because they step into the chain by their own poor
choices. The response to suffering is to learn how to get control of the natural
chain of events through science. When that is not possible, some advocate tak-
ing control of one’s own death to eliminate suffering."

Naturalists will seek medical care and usually follow the prescribed treat-
ment. They may also seek assisted suicide when suffering seems overwhelming.

New Age. New Age spirituality usually sees suffering as the result of wrong
thinking (imperfect consciousness) or unnecessary commitment to other people
or material concerns. New Age philosophy draws from many traditions and reli-
gions, but especially from Westernized and romanticized Hinduism, Buddhism,
Taoism and Theosophy. Monism (the belief that all is one) usually surfaces as the
most central belief. New Age philosophy decries dualistic thinking for separating
the creature from the Creator, good from evil, the seen from the unseen and mat-
ter from spirit. Self is viewed as the prime reality, so that as human beings expand
their consciousness, they can transform themselves. Barbara Blattner, in her text
Holistic Nursing, states, “People are responsible for their own bodies and minds.
They can choose sickness or health. They have control over their lives and minds,
their bodies, and their health,”" Hence, people who suffer have chosen to do so.

New Age techniques for relieving suffering are drawn from energy manipu-
lation and mind control, which are based on a monistic worldview. They may
also use occult practices, attempting to control and manipulate the spiritual
world. Many New Age thinkers appeal to Jungian psychology and quantum
physics for explanations of the efficacy of their modalities." Since they believe

"This philosophy found its ultimate expression in the assisted suicide campaign outlined in
Derek Humphrey, Final Exit (Secaucus, N.Y.: Hemlock Society, 1991); Derek Humphrey and
Jack Kevorkian, Prescription Medicine: The Goodness of Planned Death (Buffalo, N.Y.:
Prometheus, 1991).

“Barbara Blattner, Holistic Nursing (Englewood Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1981), P:25;

BSee, for example, Victoria E. Slater, “Toward an Understanding of Energetic Healing,” parts
one and two of Journal of Holistic Nursing, September 1995, pp. 209-38, and Deirdre Davis
Brighman, Imagery for Getting Well: Clinical Applications of Bebavioral Medicine (San Fran-
cisco: Harper & Row, 1984).
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Hope in Suffering 213

that 80 percent of physical ailments they treat would resolve themselves without
treatment. Some benefits from holistic treatments can be attributed to placebo
effect. Placebo effect has an actual physiological basis. It causes the body to pro-
duce endorphins, which reduce pain and worry, allowing the immune system
to function more effectively. The beneficial effects of emotional support and the
communication of caring and concern can also aid in healing.

If these were the only effects of alternative therapies, we could easily incor-
porate them into Christian nursing. However, there are problems involved.
Some apparent healings are fraudulent and trick people into thinking they are
healed. This can have devastating effects when the “healed” person stops taking
essential medication or discontinues life-sustaining medical care. Furthermore,
many holistic alternative therapies turn to occult spiritual beings for their power.
Hillstrom warns that participating in these activities may well be flirting with the

demonic, and we must keep in mind that God has strictly forbidden seeking
help from the spirit realm.”

Finding Hope in Suffering

Instead of looking to esoteric fads for healing techniques, we have a wealth of
resources in our Christian heritage to bring comfort and healing to those who are
suffering. Physician David Larson cites numerous research studies to document
that “not only can religious beliefs help patients to cope with their illness, but a
patient’s religious commitment has also been found to be associated with im-

= 16
proved clinical status and outcomes.”

In fact, regular church attendance turned
out to be a significant factor in maintaining lower blood pressure rates in twenty
studies conducted over thirty years.”” Corporate worship, prayer and Bible study
have been shown to positively affect both physical and mental health.*®

Sister Rosemary Donley outlines three distinct approaches to suffering within
the Christian tradition. Interestingly, these approaches have been the heart of

nursing from its beginning, and are second nature to most nurses.

The first spiritual response is compassionate accompaniment. . . . The

“Ibid., pp. 164-170. ;

“Mary A. Greenwold Milano and David B. Larson, “The Research Shows: Religion Is Healthy,”
CMDS Healthwise, fall 1995, p. 7.

YSusan S. and David B. Larson, “Warning: Research Shows Religion Is Good for Your Mental
Health,” Christian Counseling Today, October 1993, p. 28.

®David B. Larson and Susan S. Larson, “Clinical Religious Research,” Christian Medical and
Dental Society Journal, summer 1992. Also see Mark Hartwig, “For Good Health, Go to
Church,” Focus on the Family Citizen, June 21, 1993, which has extensive endnotes of re-
search cited.
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suffering person but also to the nurse who provides that compassionate accom-
paniment and meaning giving. When we find ourselves looking for quick fixes
for suffering, whether in technology, alternative therapies or “assistance-in-
dying,” we need to pull back and examine our faith commitment. Sometimes
we gain the faith and strength to care for others through our own experiences
of God’s faithfulness in suffering.

Learning from Experience

It doesn’t take long before we learn that the Lord does not allow us to profess
understanding without giving us firsthand experience. The prophet Jeremiah
spent time in a cistern; the apostle Paul ended up in prison; Jesus went to the
cross. The truth of Romans 5:3-5 echoes throughout the pages of Scripture and
into our own lives.

We . . . rejoice in our sufferings, because we know that suffering produces
perseverance; perseverance, character; and character, hope. And hope
does not disappoint us, because God has poured out his love into our
hearts by the Holy Spirit, whom he has given us.

There are no shortcuts to hope. Several years ago I (Judy) experienced the
confusing specter of the health care system from the other side. As I faced a
series of painful procedures, major surgery and the strong possibility of cancer,
powerful emotions stormed my physical and spiritual being. And I, the strong
and rational one who cares for others, fell apart.

Suddenly I found myself surrounded by the remarkably supportive commu-
nity of the body of Christ. People began to pray. Friends called and prayed over
the phone. Colleagues stepped in without hesitation to fulfill responsibilities I
couldn’t handle.

In the meantime I began to cry out to the Lord. I felt guilty that I was so
scared. Where was my ? Amazingly no one else asked that question. They
just let me express my listened and cared. Each morning I would awake
around four oclock. tormented by the what-ifs. My devotional times
stretched to two hours. I would begin reading the Bible, fixating in Psalm 16,
pouring out my fears to t i- then I would promptly fall asleep. I would
then awake feeling at peace. It was as if I were curling up in the lap of my
heavenly Father. 1 t tever happened, he would be with me and
in control.

Gradually I began tc the good gifts of the Lord in the midst of my anx-
iety. Delays with tests and procedures, which at first seemed frustrating, pro-
vided time and opporunities 1o grow and experience the love and support of
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Hope in Suffering 217

more than we can bear (Heb 12:3-13). Our own suffering equips us to empa-
thize with others in their suffering (Rom 5:1-5; 2 Cor 1:3-11). A nurse who has
not suffered personally will find great difficulty providing emotional and spiri-
tual support for others.

Nursing directly enters the suffering of this world, bringing the hope of
comfort, strength and healing. Our taproot draws its nourishment from the
words of Jesus, who instructed his followers, “Truly I tell you, just as you did
it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me”
(Mt 25:40).

We actually proclaim the kingdom of God when we care for suffering people
(Lk 4:18-21). Through Jesus Christ, God not only announced the ultimate end
of suffering, he himself took human form to suffer for our sake—making that
hope possible. Right now, we live in a now-and-not-yet kingdom. Jesus’ suffer-
ing and death on the cross definitively won the victory over sin in our world.
Our hope for a new world order is certain. But the effects of sin still ripple
through our lives. The reality of the kingdom will not fully appear until the
parousia—the second coming of Christ. In the meantime we endure suffering
with patience and hope, trusting in God’s mercy and compassion, but also
reaching out in love to care for others who are suffering. Ultimately we look
forward to a time when illness, tears and suffering will have been wiped away—
when nurses won’t be needed!

For Furtber Thinking

1. How would you answer a parent who asks, “Why does God allow my child
to suffer? It seems so unfair!”

2. In what ways has God used suffering in your life? What did you learn from
these experiences?

Theological Refleciion

s 5:3-5. Note the progression in these verses. How have you
cither a person in your care or your own life?

Why had God allowed this man to suffer blindness? What
implications does this account have in regard to our assumptions about the
reason for a person’s suffering? According to Jesus, how should we respond
to suffering?

3. Read Romans 8:12-30. What further light does this passage shed on the rea-
sons for suffering? W

1 we find in the midst of suffering?
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tual support for others.

Nursing directly enters the suffering of this world, bringing the hope of
comfort, strength and healing. Our taproot draws its nourishment from the
words of Jesus, who instructed his followers, “Truly I tell you, just as you did
it to one of the least of these who are members of my family, you did it to me”
Mt 25:40).

We actually proclaim the kingdom of God when we care for suffering people
(Lk 4:18-21). Through Jesus Christ, God not only announced the ultimate end
of suffering, he himself took human form to suffer for our sake—making that
hope possible. Right now, we live in a now-and-not-yet kingdom. Jesus’ suffer-
ing and death on the cross definitively won the victory over sin in our world.
Our hope for a new world order is certain. But the effects of sin still ripple
through our lives. The reality of the kingdom will not fully appear until the
parousia—the second coming of Christ. In the meantime we endure suffering
with patience and hope, trusting in God’s mercy and compassion, but also
reaching out in love to care for others who are suffering. Ultimately we look
forward to a time when illness, tears and suffering will have been wiped away—

when nurses won’t be needed!

For Furvther Thinking

1. How would you answer a parent who asks, “Why does God allow my child
to suffer? It seems so unfair!”

2. Tn what ways has God used suffering in your life? What did you learn from

these experiences?

Theological Reflection

1. Read Romans 5:3-5. Note the progression in these verses. How have you
seen this occur in either a person in your care or your own life?

2. Read John 9:1-7. Why had God allowed this man to suffer blindness? What
implications does this account have in regard to our assumptions about the
reason for a person’s suffering? According to Jesus, how should we respond
to suffering?

3. Read Romans 8:12-30. What further light does this passage shed on the rea-

sons for suffering? What hope can we find in the midst of suffering?
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