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Does suffering have a point? Is it justifiable in the context of a theistic worldview? And if the answer to both is ‘yes’, how does one make sense of it? These are but some of the timeless queries raised on the subject of suffering as scrutinizing minds debate how it can possibly exist in tandem with a god purported to be all good and all loving. Ravi Zacharias, renown author and Christian apologist, dives headlong into the philosophic quagmire in his book, Why Suffering? Finding Meaning and Comfort When Life Doesn’t Make Sense. In collaboration with Oxford University professor Dr. Vince Vitale, Zacharias addresses common criticisms of theism related to the “problem” of suffering and presents his own reasons for understanding how a world of pain and adversity is not mutually exclusive with the existence of a loving, higher power. While Zacharias and Vitale succeed in contributing a promising set of informed perspectives to the complex issue, they fall short on the discourse concerning religious worldviews and their respective explanations for suffering. In addition, the text suffers from tonal imbalance, vacillating between formal apologetic dialogue and emotional anecdote, rendering the reader unsure as to whom the authors are addressing at times. 
As its name suggests, Why Suffering?  is a descriptive book penned from academic and religious minds to address the subject of suffering and its theological implications. Opening with a chapter encapsulating the titular question and framing the subject of focus, Why Suffering? then unfurls into 7 “responses” that embody specific threads of discussions which interweave on the potential purpose, value, and even necessity, of human pain and suffering (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014). The first three, “A Response of Freedom”; “A Response of Grace”; and “A Response at the Cross”, work to clarify the position of the Christian apologist as its writers utilize the basic tenets of Christianity to convey three major points: 1) Because Jesus loves us enough to grant free will, suffering is part of the result; 2) Because suffering shapes our experiences, and by proxy, who we are, Jesus might allow suffering to continue; 3) Because Jesus died for us and suffered with us, we can trust Him with our suffering (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014). The next 4 chapters build on the theoretical foundation set by these previous 3 to explicate themes of morality and hope while briefly exploring alternative perspectives from other major religions. 
While Zacharias & Vitale (2014) undeniably express great confidence in their position and the dialogue promoting it, the 7 major “responses” are not purposed with the burden of providing readers an impregnable, all-encompassing answer to the experience of suffering. Rather, they serve to form a collective, definitive case to why the objection from suffering is “more complicated than it might first appear” and does not undermine the goodness, or existence, of a Christian God (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014, p. 80). In this regard, the writers veritably succeed; the 7 “reasons” operate within the logical frame of defendable assertions and are consistent with the Biblical depiction of a God who continually offers a  “substantial divine response to suffering”, most notably in the Gospels and Book Of Job (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014, p. 202). 
The heavy application of Christian doctrine is justified by the authors, for “if it is the existence of the Christian God that is being challenged, then Christians have to be allowed to make use of Christian beliefs in their response” (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014, p. 103). At the same time, they cede that the strength of any postulation is contingent, to a certain degree, on that of its contenders. In chapter 5, Zacharias (2014) addresses this by deconstructing the views of suffering and pain held by other prominent religions, namely Buddhism, Islam, and Naturalism. It is in this endeavor that I find the authors’ work to be dissatisfying in their representation of the sum of Islamic thought and literature on the subject. 
After opening with an irreverent, if light, narrative, relevant to the content only by namedropping a Muslim holiday, Zacharias (2014) knocks the Islamic worldview of suffering, commenting on the lack of scholarship conducted on it. He claims that Islam “truly does very little apologetic thinking on this subject”, citing a single author’s book which he immediately dismisses in the following sentence for its apparent status as a disreputable work (p. 124). Is it due to the illogical structure of arguments posited? An overreliance on anecdotal narration? The author’s personal reputation? Without an answer, we are left with no choice but to take his word for it. However, throughout the rest of the chapter, Zacharias (2014) proceeds to utilize it as a primary reference for understanding the Islamic worldview, despite claiming, “no doubt whatsoever that many high-level scholars will not take (her) seriously”, effectively undermining his own assertions by devaluing the authority from which he is basing them on (p.124). Or does he mean to say it is not taken seriously because he can critique it with such ease? And if so, what does that say about the legitimacy of his intellectual opponents’ views toward his own position? 
Fortunately, Zacharias (2014) does manage to pull in another source: Al-Imam al-‘Izz bin Abdi-s-Salam, a sixth-century scholar. In addition to Yasmin Mogahed, the aforementioned “not taken seriously” author, the Islamic view of suffering is framed as one that perceives pain as consequential and to be accepted with detachment. My issue with this approach lies in the obvious bias inherent in journalistic selective abstractionism. This can be understood by paralleling how the same messages he extracts from the Islamic excerpts highlighted in the chapter could be concluded using verses in the Christian Bible. Paul’s numerous boasts on his many tribulations and “overflowing with joy in all our affliction” (American Standard Version, 2 Corinthians 7:4) can also be interpreted as promoting “sublime delight in suffering” and the idea that “it all becomes ‘good for you” (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014, p. 126). Verses such as “For to me, living means living for Christ, and dying is even better” (New Living Translation, Philippians 1:21) and “If God wants you to suffer, it is better to suffer for doing what is right than for doing what is wrong” (New Life Version, 1 Peter 3:17) could be used to suggest the same pantheistic approach to martyrdom and suffering as he claims Islam holds. In fact, when read in isolation, it becomes ambiguous as to whether the author’s own words are referring to Christian or Islamic belief: “It is a cultivated positive well-being state of mind that transcends the outward circumstances; suffering is transformed from a negative to a positive” (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014, p. 125). The problem lies in simplistic, and even reductionist, representations; diluting arguably complex doctrines into vague statements so broad that they could be supported by a completely separate religion. 
When considering both of these points regarding the author’s approach in chapter 5, the importance of introducing one’s sources of authority and establishing their credibility becomes apparent. When discussing Buddhism in the previous section, Zacharias (2014) summarizes its religious corpus into 4 simple, direct, yet sustainable, statements; all are easy to comprehend and unambiguous enough to be readily corroborated by simple research. Had Zacharias (2014) adopted the same methods for conveying the ideologies of Islam, without the palpable irreverence with which he begins the discussion or cherry-picking procedure of enlisting excerpts, the tone and quality of the section would be significantly improved, enhancing the experience for the intellectual reader and while still supporting his own conclusions (which, to clarify, is not in contention). However, despite this perceived shortcoming in representation and treatment, Why Suffering? still holds great merit as a thinking piece for the investigative minds of its readers, who may also appreciate its integrative tone. 
While Why Suffering? unquestionably deserves credit for shouldering such a complex and personal subject matter, there are two other significant works to which I would like to compare it to. A Grief Observed and On Guard : Defending Your Faith with Reason and Precision are two works by C.S. Lewis and William Lane Craig, respectively, which predate that of Zacharias and Vitale (2014) and also speak on the subject of suffering from the Christian perspective. Lewis (1961) speaks heartily from the experience of personal bereavement and loss and his book, assembled from raw lamentations, is an emotional narrative of doubt and anger against God, touching upon themes of suffering and sovereignty. In contrast, William Lane Craig (2010) adopts a more formal prose in his apologetic manual, designed to inform and equip the reader in defense of the Christian faith. Utilizing charts and diagrams, and replete with supplemental definition boxes, On Guard clearly caters to readers seeking a systematic and analytical approach to the question of suffering. So what approach does Why Suffering? take? Zacharias and Vitale (2014) synthesize both styles to appeal to the readers’ emotional and intellectual sensibilities, making use of their varied and colorful life experiences to translate theological and philosophic concepts. However, while the blend of relatable vignettes and systematic arguments is one of the book’s greatest strengths, it also reveals one of its weaknesses. 
As mentioned earlier, Why Suffering? opens with a chapter, appropriately named “The Question”, introducing the opprobrium levied against Christianity. Zacharias (2014) showcases his methodical prowess in framing the overarching themes and then deconstructing the metaphysical assumptions requisite to their existence. However, chapter 1 is as analytical and systematically apologetic as the book gets for by the time the “Responses” of “Freedom”, “Grace”, “Cross”, and “Hope” are expounded upon, Vitale has made such extensive use of Christian vernacular and doctrine that we feel he must be preaching to the choir. We swing back to formal apologetics in chapter 6, “A Response to Morality”, before the final chapter rolls around to Vitale giving a testimonial, not on how suffering has affected him like C.S. Lewis wrote for believers to empathize with, but on how he found intellectual validity in the concept of God and became a Christian. This is followed by a thorough explanation of what it means to be a Christian and an explicit conjecture as to the readers’ own position: “Maybe you thought suffering was a knockdown objection to Christian faith. Maybe you see now that is not the case” (Zacharias & Vitale, 2014, p. 216).  It feels as if we were being led to believe that Why Suffering? was a work designed to inform Christians on how their faith tackles the difficult question of suffering yet we are met with this sudden addressment, and even salvation prayer, directed to and for the outsider reader. When considered with the seesawing prose of formal apologetics and sermon-esque narrative dialogues, Why Suffering? can often be a tonally jarring read, pulling its reader this way and that with a cache of ever ready anecdotes, dangled like a redirecting carrot. 
Fortunately, Why Suffering? stands strong enough by merit of its content to benefit whoever happens to pick it up in search of answers, regardless of their theoretical or spiritual background. From its genuine and, at times, profoundly intellectual, “responses” to the perceived problem of suffering, Why Suffering? works both as a companion piece to comfort readers experiencing loss and an instructive treatise to educate more inquisitive minds. As a ministry tool, it serves to encourage and affirm the faith of struggling believers while simultaneously bearing great potential to challenge, and possibly even convert, philosophic skeptics. In sum, Zacharias & Vitale (2014) pen an accessible and exhaustive text that offers real answers to real questions posed by inquiring minds from all backgrounds. 
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Other worldviews also offer intellectual answers . But Christinaity offers  a person (p.30)
Cannot dsintguish wther it is a sermon, testimony, or systematic treatise. At the same time, the authors make frequent use of personal anecdotes and heartful vignettes to progress the reader along from investigative threads to “substantial divine response to suffering” ; in fact, there was never a pont at which God was not responding to suffering in some singficant way (p. 202).
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