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						Abstract 
[bookmark: _GoBack]This paper explores a personal reaction to a book entitled Why suffering: Finding Meaning and Comfort When Life Doesn’t Make Sense. It is written by Ravi Zacharias and Dr. Vince Vitale. As its title explains the reason why we suffer in this world, on the basis of a belief in Christianity, the book helps us better understand the concept of hardships with a variety of responses to the question “Why suffering?” Some may be in the trenches of deep suffering and wonder why God let this happen to them; in fact, it is not that hard to see many Christians undergoing injustice and a time of suffering for no reason. On the other hand, others who are atheists, agnostics, skeptics, or believers in different religions, may have questions regarding the very existence of a so-called loving God in Christianity. In this regard, regardless of whether people are Christians or not, this book is beneficial to everyone in that it gives them an opportunity to sharpen their intelligence on the meaning of suffering in Christianity and other “isms.” However, I wonder if the book is truly good enough to help the readers find their own meaning and comfort in various contexts of their lives. In general, argument tends to instigate ordinary people to rigidify their different or opposed opinions, to say nothing of people who are facing a time of crisis and suffering. In a sense, I felt the book was somewhat incomplete and even mismatched to its sub-title: finding meaning and comfort when life does not make sense.











				   Book Critique: Why Suffering?
	 The book invites us to critically think about the perception of good, evil, and the existence of God and learn various responses that we could show in the midst of suffering. With a question “why suffering”? It helps us find the possible answers through exploring, comparing, and contrasting a variety of concepts: freedom, sin, grace, cross, other religions and ideologies (Buddhism, Islam, Naturalism, and Pantheism etc), morality, and hope (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014). In particular, the book clearly makes a distinction between Christianity and other worldviews by emphasizing the fact that other worldviews provide intellectual answers whereas Christianity alone offers a person who died on the cross in order to save all humanity. For example, Jesus underwent severe hardships and a great deal of blames like physical and verbal abuse in conspiracy. Thus, He suffered in this world so He understands our suffering too, and this may be the point where we could bring our deep bitterness, trauma, or hurts to Him with trust. Also, the authors mention how crucial it is to build our trust and intimacy with God first since this plays an important role in enabling us to have a unique lens to look, interpret, and differently deal with our various problematic contexts that cause frustration, distress, and suffering in our lives. 
	Another interesting point that they made is that you would have not existed had there been no suffering in your life. We complain at times that God should have created us in a far less suffering world, which sounds quite reasonable. We want something better or more comfortable while assuming that we would still be able to keep our good qualities and stay who we are. However, the truth is that if we freely get rid of the possibilities for suffering in this world, our lives would unfold differently, thereby affecting our self-concept, hopes, aspirations, love, relationships, psychology, memories, and biology tremendously. That is to say that we all tend to live a self-centered life and think egocentrically. If our pain unexpectedly turned out to be greater rewards, soon, we would think it was good luck. Thus, our viewpoint often lies at the mercy of interests, benefits or our needs. Yet, the book tries to help us have faith in God that shows no guarantee in the beginning, teaches us how to defend the Christian beliefs with logical questions, and face a time of suffering firmly in Him.
As mentioned previously, the book is about why we suffer in our lives. To help you skim through it more easily, I would like to suggest reading it with two questions “As Christians, how do we reconcile suffering with sound minds and heart?” and “As non-Christians, in what ways can we understand Christians who are bearing or overcoming a time of hardship?” 
	In chapter 1, the book talks about three premises, which are held by Christians: God is all-powerful (He can do whatever He pleases), God is all loving (He cares for His creation), and Evil is a reality (Suffering is a real part of our human experience). They have been called as an insoluble or irreconcilable trilemma with the abstruse questions among skeptics, which I explained to a degree in the beginning. However, the authors simply contradict the questions by asking them reversely based on the premises above. For instance, for the question “If God is a loving God, why does He allow evil to exit?” “Why would God have created such a world in the first place when in His omniscience He could foresee the extent of evil that would be done and the depths to which the innocent would suffer?” They answer “If God can do anything, He surely can even allow evil and call it good.” “If omnipotence means all-powerful without even logical or rational limitation, He can allow evil to exist and not see any incoherence in it.” (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014). According to John Lennox who is a British mathematician specializing in group theory, a philosopher of science, and a Christian apologist, regarding atheists’ belief system and questions about the existence of God, he insisted at Harvard Medical School that if it is possible to see the argument is reversible, the truth is majorly not there. Yet, he would respect all the results that skeptics have got. In this respect, the authors defended Christian beliefs quite well to build a firm foundation and get ready to persuade others. I think this showed a great strength of the authors’ argument because it seemed substantial enough to lead the readers to learn how to react to a time of suffering with the fundamental beliefs that Christians are supposed to have and how to protect them from freely accepting or acknowledging other secular ideas in the following chapters.
	In between chapter 2 and 8, the authors unfold their assertions with supportive anecdotes while moving from a topic (a response) of freedom to grace to cross to other religions to morality to hope to God’s manifold responses (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014). Many topics are related to Christian doctrine, which is simply statements of the most fundamental beliefs about the nature of God, about His action, about us who are His creatures, and about what he has done to bring us into relationship with Himself (Hustad & Erickson, 2000). The reason why it is considered not as technical, difficult, abstract, but the most essential beliefs is that it deals with the fundamental issues of our lives: namely, who are we, what is the ultimate meaning of the universe, where we are we (Hustad & Erickson, 2000). Similarly, the authors address the biblical perspectives so as to guide the readers to the subject of suffering: the hope and victory for a person who grasps God’s story for humanity, the meaning of pain and a better purpose for our lives, perfect fellowship with God, our sin, God’s grace and forgiveness, eternity, the meaning of the cross, and redemption. 
	In terms of the authors’ theological argumentation, they did not integrate Christian doctrine into each chapter in depth. The book was a small book, and they partially touched upon it. On the last chapter, when the supposed resurrection of Jesus from the dead was explained, it sounded somewhat superficial to me since they quoted only Richard Swinburne’s book entitled The resurrection of God Incarnate and his finalization that it is 97 percent probable that Jesus Christ miraculously rose from the dead, proving that He is the God He claimed to be (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014). Frankly speaking, instead of providing proper evidences in detail, the authors seemed to make use of Swinburne’s fame and intellectual credibility as the most influential British philosopher of religion in order to win over the conflict of a defense of the resurrection. If the book had been more scholarly and thicker, I would have had no doubt about the authors’ goals for this book.
Thereupon, I became curious about the purpose of the book and had a moment to ask myself “Irrespective of people’s religions, can this book soothe people’s painful feelings and find meaning and comfort in God when their lives do not make sense”? “Is the book designed to teach people how to have good arguments on a topic of suffering in support of their Christian faith”? According to William Lane Craig (2010), apologetics comes from the Greek word apologia, which means a defense, as in a court of law (p.13). Christian apologetics involves making a case for the truth of the Christian faith. Based on Craig’s explanation, I think the study of apologetics is necessary in that it helps people to keep the faith in times of doubt and struggle. It makes people wrestle with deep questions and strengthens believers. Training in apologetics shapes us into a bold and fearless witness for Christ (Craig, 2010). If the purpose of this book is in relation to my latter question, then I think it would be better to change the subtitle from Finding Meaning and Comfort When Life Does not Make Sense to Defending Your Faith with Reason and precision because I overall see more analytical and argumentative than empathetic attitudes from the authors’ style approach. 
As a mental health counseling student, after finishing the book, I thought of the difference between content and process and the difference between sympathy and empathy. Content is the material that we talk about, such as our life history, how we feel about someone, or the actual topics of our conversation. The process is the therapeutic relationship and even the entire process of the therapy itself. For example, clients tend to feel that talking about the content is the purpose of therapy whereas therapists are mainly focused on the process and consider this as the main work of the therapy. Likewise, sympathy is feeling compassion, sorrow, pity for the hardships that others face while empathy is putting yourself in the shoes of others. For instance, if you see your friend suffering and say you are sorry that he/she is in pain, it is sympathy. Yet, if you say you feel his/her pain, then it is empathy. So understanding the concept of empathy and process is important since it influences other people powerfully. In a spiritual point of view, this is also something significant to think about when we live a church life and try to evangelize non-believers on the street. The reason is that most unbelievers will remain unconvinced by our apologetic arguments, just as most churchgoers remain unmoved by the preaching of the cross. Thus, relying solely on apologetics does not guarantee that people will change their mind and heart. However, it does not mean that this book is not helpful nor effective. Rather, it was useful. When I led the support group last Thursday at Nanoom Homeless Shelter, one member genuinely and deeply shared his life story that God took everything away from him except his health. He explained to us what he had learned with a question “why did all this happen to me?” through a time of hardships and what he would expect to experience in the future. The other member talked about God’s love and Tolstoy. In relation to their sharing, I added my comments to theirs based on Zacharias and Vitale’s reasoning of why we suffer in this world, prepositional knowledge, and God’s love for us. All the members agreed on my words with empathy, and the members, who actively participated in the group, eventually experienced positive therapeutic effects, including more mollified emotion, positive thinking, hope and stronger faith in God. Up to that moment, with my efforts to spend time building good therapeutic alliance, showing high levels of empathy, and applying group techniques, the book’s knowledge greatly contributed to making changes in the shelter members’ minds and heart. As a Korean, I also thought about how Korean immigrants at churches in Flushing struggle with many issues to survive in New York. If I were to describe Korean immigrants in church near Flushing, I would say darkness, repressed feelings, and not enough bonding. Thus, due to loneliness, financial difficulty, language barrier, the cultural gap between their children, their mental illness, and so on, it is not easy for them to live a complete life in social and spiritual aspect. Even though they have been to church for many years, they barely share their problems with other churchgoers because of trust issues, such as possible breaking confidentiality. Moreover, in general, attending the worship service once or twice a week cannot support churchgoers theologically well. 
For my specific ways to implement what I have learned from the reading, I would firstly create a meeting for a Bible study like a book club. With various theological themes and topics, the book will be chosen for members to read and prepare for discussions. This will challenge the churchgoers’ mind to critically think. Another meeting that I would create is an open-ended support group. This will help them broaden their perspectives, mollify their repressed emotions through role-play, and learn how to connect themselves to one another with high levels of respect and empathy. Because our mind is connected to our emotion, and emotion affect our behaviors, social and theological learning wise, I would like to help them promote their well-being as well as spirituality.
In conclusion, the book helped me develop my insight on how to defend my belief in Christianity to other worldviews. It gave me an opportunity to learn various responses to a time of hardship in Jesus Christ. Even though, in my eyes, the authors were short of chasing two hares at once by arguing and comforting the readers, they appropriately addressed their theological viewpoint in why suffering. They also offered appropriate premises for people who accept or deny the existence of God and questions for negating that suffering challenges the goodness of God. It was possible for me to positively utilize this book because I had been a Christian for a long time, and my heart was open to continue to grow and change. To be honest, I did not doubt anything that was associated with the author’s theological insistences upon suffering. By contrast, if non-believers or believers in different religions, such as Buddhism, Islam, or scientology, were the reader, then even from the beginning, it would be much harder for them to acknowledge the arguments that God exists, and He is the author of our lives.











					References
Hustad, L & Erickson, M. (2000). Introducing Christian Doctrine. Grand Rapids, 
MI: Baker Book House Company.
Zacharias, R & Vitale, V. (2014). Why suffering? : Finding Meaning and Comfort When 
Life Does not Make Sense. New York, NY: Faith Words.
Craig, W. (2010). On Guard: Defending Your Faith with Reason and Precision. 
Colorado Springs, CO: David C Cook.
	
