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Abstract
Suffering is a topic that has plagued the minds of all the great thinkers of our time.  Why does it exist?  Why do we have to go through it?  Why won’t it just go away?  These are a few of the questions that have crossed all our minds at one point in time.  Ravi Zacharias and Vince Vitale took on the challenge to answer these questions and offer a Christian-based explanation of what suffering is and why it exists in our world.  Their book Why Suffering: Finding Meaning And Comfort When Life Doesn’t Make Sense was reviewed to determine the strength of their arguments.  After examination of the content, it was determined that although their explanations are limited to Christian beliefs, they do offer readers a bible based understanding of the existence of suffering.
Midterm Book Critique
	Ravi Zacharias was born and raised in India into a Hindu family that was part of the highest caste of Hindu priests (Zacharias, 2013).  He had been exposed to Christianity during his childhood but it was not until he survived a failed suicide attempt at the age of seventeen that he came to respect Christianity at a deeper perspective (Zacharias, 2013).  Vince Vitale was born and raised in New York City into a family that had past Mafia connections (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014).  Growing up, he did not live a God-driven life so he engaged in various harmful, selfish and hurtful behavior (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014).  He then came to discover God after deciding to study philosophy at Princeton University (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014).  These two individuals from vastly different backgrounds came together to write Why Suffering: Finding Meaning And Comfort When Life Doesn’t Make Sense.  The book is written in a non-clinical, Christian-based manner to provide an understanding of why suffering exists in the world.  Zacharias and Vitale offer several explanations and utilize biblical evidence to support their arguments.  The writer of this book review will demonstrate that although their explanations are limited to Christian beliefs, they do offer readers a bible based understanding of the existence of suffering.
	Suffering is a topic that has plagued the minds of all the great thinkers of our time.  Why does it exist?  Why do we have to go through it?  Why won’t it just go away?  Regardless of a person’s religious background or affiliation, the existence of suffering often makes them question the existence of God.  How can an all-loving being allow suffering to exist?  Maybe He’s not so loving.  Maybe He’s not so powerful.
	Each chapter was written by Ravi Zacharias or Vince Vitale; they alternately took turns writing a chapter.  They both have backgrounds in Apologetics which resulted in writing that is heavily based on philosophy and logic.  As such, they used and defined presuppositions, they used bible based evidence as well as utilized philosophical reasoning to make their arguments.
	The book starts with Ravi Zacharias clarifying three beliefs that individuals hold: God is all-powerful, God is all-loving and evil is a reality.  He then goes on to explain why pain is necessary and how people need to understand the subjective worldviews used to mentally process pain and suffering.  Ravi Zacharias illustrates how the human mind is faulty and how we need to be aware of these insufficiencies as we try to understand the world around us.
	Zacharias and Vitale (2014) use logic and biblical evidence to support the claim that we once lived in a perfect world where pain and suffering did not exist.  They demonstrate that it was our own doing in the Garden of Eden that brought on the existence of pain.  We neglect to self-reflect and are more apt to finding fault elsewhere; which is why we look to God and ask Him why He allows suffering to exist.  Zacharias and Vitale (2014) provide information on who God is and what the true significance was of Jesus’ death.  Unlike other gods who distance or disconnect from suffering, Jesus came to experience all facets of suffering and ultimately died on our behalf to free us from our sins.
	Zacharias and Vitale (2014) reiterate multiple times how everything is done or allowed by God because of the love that He has for us.  The totality of our experiences, including all our trials and tribulations have created us to be the individuals we are today.  We would not have gained certain knowledge, maturity or character refinement without experiencing pain and suffering.  Additionally, God’s love for us grants us the freedom to choose to love Him back; to look beyond struggles we are going through to focus on Him.  God wants us to intentionally, yet freely seek Him so that we can eventually live an eternity with Him without any pain or suffering.
	Zacharias and Vitale (2014) point out that the quantity and quality of intellectual and logical explanations presented to understand pain and suffering will always fall short and seem lacking.  They argue that humans are asking from an emotional standpoint when they question the existence of suffering.  Emotions can sometimes overpower and supersede any logic or reasoning.  As a result, when it comes to metaphysical topics such as morality, good, evil and fairness, no answer will ever quench the thirst we have for true understanding.
	There are several theological and biblical perspectives that the authors use to approach the subject of suffering.  Zacharias and Vitale (2014) argue that we once lived in a perfect world where there was complete harmony and fellowship with God.  But as a result of Adam and Eve’s sin, we now live in a fallen world filled with doubt, fear, pain and suffering.  Zacharias and Vitale (2014) also believe that God is the one and true authority over all.  They acknowledge other religions, such as Buddhism and Islam but they argue that their corresponding deities fall short when compared to God.  Zacharias and Vitale (2014) illustrate throughout the book that there is no other being as loving or gracious as God.  God has given us free will to make our own decisions and to choose to love Him back.  He sent Jesus to live among us to experience all facets of life with us.  Not only did Jesus experience suffering alongside with us, He ultimately gave His life for us so that we could be forgiven of our sins and be free from our shame (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014, p. 102).  “What kind of God would come and die?  A God of love.  A God we can trust” (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014, p. 102).
	The goal of Zacharias and Vitale was to provide their readers with a variety of Christian responses dealing with suffering.  They explained how they intentionally did not offer the expected important responses but they did introduce responses that “make sense and make a difference” (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014, p. 192).  One explanation for suffering is that without suffering, we would not be the individuals we are today.  All of our experiences, the good and bad have refined us to have the specific characteristics and personality traits that God intended us to obtain (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014).
	Another explanation for the existence of suffering is that it helps us change from within.  True and genuine change cannot occur simply by modifying circumstances or avoiding situations.  Facing hardships force us to cope and adapt to what we are experiencing.  We develop resilience, grow in maturity, and learn how to be gracious and exhibit love for others.  By allowing us to feel pain and suffering, “He changes our hearts and walks with us through the deep waters” (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014, p. 53).
	Although Zacharias and Vitale provide several other reasons for the existence of suffering, the writer of this book review will offer one last explanation that they present.  God is an all-knowing being; He knows all the answers to the questions of life.  God allows us to experience suffering because “He knows that from the perspective of eternity the proportion of our lives that we will spend amid suffering will be remembered as a ‘flicker’ at the very outset of our existence” (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014, p. 185).
	Being that both authors have a background in Apologetics, a strength is that their writing follows a systems of reasoning.  They define ideas and present their arguments in an organized manner.  They utilize the principles of logic and reasoning to state their argument and then use biblical evidence to support their arguments.  They also use analogies and share personal stories which helps to process the information that is being presented.  Reading personal stories also allows the reader to relate to and emotionally connect with the authors.
	A weakness of their arguments is that everything is based on the premise that God is the one and only true God.  An atheist or religious skeptic may choose to read the book with intellectual intentions but what if a person simply wanted to gain a better understanding of suffering?  There are moments in the book where it reads as if the authors are defending and proving the existence of God.
	The writer of this book review has not read any other books that deal with understanding suffering.  This writer has read numerous books on trauma and how it should be clinically addressed.  This writer has also read books on the various ways in which crisis effects individuals on micro and macro levels.  As such, this writer is not able to compare this book to any other book regarding suffering.  The Why Suffering book dealt with understanding why suffering exists whereas all the other books that this writer has read has dealt with the symptomology of suffering.  This writer has however read an Apologetic book by William Lane Craig titled On Guard: Defending Your Faith With Reason And Precision.
	When comparing Why Suffering to On Guard, both books read similar in that they both use logic and reasoning.  Assertions are defined, arguments are presented, presuppositions are clarified and linear connections are drawn. This methodology is used to guide the reader to follow along with the reasoning that is being posed.  The writing style used for both books was persuasive in that the authors offered their ideas and then tried to sway the reader to recognize these ideas.
	The Why Suffering book concerns the doctrines of man and sin.  It discusses suffering in a way that relates to man and his relationship to God.  As such, this book is best fit for those with a background or affiliation with Christianity.  It provides the reader with foundational Christian doctrines which support the belief that God is an all-loving being.  Biblical evidence is used to illustrate the extent of God’s love for us and what the various reasons are for Him to allow suffering to exist.  The book presents its arguments in a non-threatening, non-doom and gloom manner.  The book actually offers hope to the reader and encourages them to fight through the suffering.  Suffering will only last temporarily and once we get through it, it will only make us stronger and more resilient.
	This book can be used by anyone wanting to learn more about suffering.  An atheist or skeptic may find this book of intellectual value because it provides information regarding God’s sovereignty and His want to have a deep meaningful relationship with each one of us.  A Christian who is going through a painful experience may find solace in the book.  The book cannot take the suffering away but it can provide the reader with a better understanding of why they are experiencing such pain.  The book may encourage the reader to self-reflect on their worldviews and work towards improving their inner strength.  The book can be a means to grow spiritually, mentally and emotionally.
	The goal of Zacharias and Vitale (2014) was to provide their readers with a variety of Christian responses dealing with suffering.  They wanted to offer an explanation of what suffering is and why it exists in the world.  The authors effectively conveyed their belief that the one and only true God allows suffering to exist in this world because of His unmatched love for us.  Zacharias and Vitale (2014) provided numerous examples of the extent of God’s love for us as well as the various ways in which He expresses His love.
Being that humans are finite beings, we will never be able to obtain ultimate knowledge and know all the answers to life.  No matter how much logic and reasoning we use, our faulty and emotional minds will never be able to fully understand the workings of this world.  God is the only being that has omniscience and just like a child does not fully understand their parent, we will never fully understand God and His ways.
A minor weakness of the book is that the authors based all their arguments on the premise that God is the one and only true God.  As such, non-believers, skeptics and atheists may find it difficult to read the book.  Zacharias and Vitale (2014) also argue that the Fall was the catalyst for the suffering we have in the world today.  Christians who interpret the Fall in a different manner and do not place much significance to the story of Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden may also find it difficult to read the book.
Overall, the book was an interesting read.  It did offer different perspectives on how to view suffering.  The biggest take-away for this writer was that suffering has refined us to be the individuals we are today.  We may want to dismiss or wish suffering away but it has been a catalyst for us to grow and mature.  Suffering is always a tough topic to discuss which is why it was appreciated that Zacharias and Vitale (2014) end the book with hope.  Hope for a brighter future, hope for a deeper relationship with God and hope to be the individuals He intended us to be.
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