CATALYST SUGGESTION SHEET #38
“SUFFERING”

A TERRIBLE STORY

Elie Wiesel was a young Hungarian boy when the Nazis took him and his family to the concentration
camps. His memoir of that event — Night, Bantam Books, 1960/1982 — has become a classic. There he
tells the story of another little boy who is hanged by the guards. The prisoners are forced to watch. An
old man near Wiesel asks: “Where is God? Where is He?” Wiesel writes: “I heard a voice within me an-
swer him: ““Where is He? Here He is — He is hanging here on this gallows.”” (p.62) Some have read
this as a statement of disbelief. Wiesel protests in his later autobiography:

“l have never renounced my faith in God. | have risen against His justice, protested His silence and
sometimes His absence, but my anger rises up within faith and not outside it. 1 admit that this is hardly an orig-
inal position. It is part of Jewish tradition. But in these matters | have never sought originality. On the contrary,
I have always aspired to follow in the footsteps of my father and those who went before him. Moreover, the
texts cite many occasions when prophets and sages rebelled against the lack of divine interference in human af-
fairs during times of persecution. Abraham and Moses, Jeremiah and Rebbe Levi-Yitzhak of Berdichev teach
us that it is permissible for man to accuse God, provided it be done in the name of faith in God. If that hurts, so
be it. Sometimes we must accept the pain of faith so as not to lose it. And if that makes the tragedy of the be-
liever more devastating than that of the non-believer, so be it. To proclaim one’s faith within the barbed wire of
Auschwitz may well represent a double tragedy, of the believer and his Creator alike.

“How was it possible, in that cursed place, to praise the Eternal One for His supposed love of His peo-
ple? How was it possible, without telling lies, to say in Auschwitz, ‘Asbrainu, ma tov khelkainu’ - how happy
we are to bear our heritage? How and by what right can we speak of happiness in Auschwitz? As | have said
elsewhere, Auschwitz is conceivable neither with God nor without Him. Perhaps | may someday come to un-
derstand man’s role in the mystery Auschwitz represents, but never God’s.

“Was | later reconciled to Him? Let us say that | was reconciled to some of His interpreters, and to
some of my prayers. If men killed other men, if they massacred Jews, why should Jewish men stop praying?
These prayers do not always coincide with reality, and surely not with truth. But so what? It is up to us to modi-
fy reality and make the prayers come true. As the Rebbe of Kotzk affirmed: ‘Avinu malkainu, our Father, our
King, | shall continue to call You Father until You become our Father.’

“l will never cease to rebel against those who committed or permitted Auschwitz, including God. The
questions | once asked myself about God’s silence remain open. If they have an answer, | do not know it. More
than that, | refuse to know it. But | maintain that the death of six million human beings poses a question to
which no answer will ever be forthcoming. ....

“Perhaps God shed more tears in the time of Treblinka, Majdanek, and Auschwitz, and one may there-
fore invoke His name not only with indignation but also with sadness and compassion.” (Elie Wiesel, Mem-
oirs: All Rivers Run to the Sea, Alfred A. Knopf, 1995, pp.84-5.)

SOME QUESTIONS ARE BETTER LEFT UNANSWERED

Asking “Why?” is one of the first things children do when they can speak. It would be a sad day if the
urge to question and explore and wonder ever left us. It shows itself in mere curiosity as well as serious
philosophizing and scientific research. We want to know the answers. What is more, in our daily, func-
tional routines, we can find answers to most questions. But sooner or later we come up against the truth
that life as such has no solution. Life is not a problem to be solved but a mystery to be lived. This is es-
pecially the case when we are forced to deal with pain and suffering. Here we are beyond the merely
functional. There are no “answers.” We ask questions in order to face what must be faced, to voice our
pain and incomprehension.

The Book of Job is an exercise in this most distressing and most necessary human task. Job is full of
guestions and questioning. It is also, ironically, full of “answers.” Pathetic “answers,” answers that do
not stack up, answers at times obscene, even blasphemous. Then the tables are turned and God asks the
questions. Job is forced to face the truth: “My words have been frivolous” (Job 40:3). The final irony is



that the questions remain. There are no “answers.” There is just us and God in the midst of tragedy, all
the more tragic because the partner who suffers it with us is the all-loving, all-powerful Creator of the
cosmos. This is a scandal and there is nothing in the Bible to take it away.

RESPONDING WITHOUT ANSWERING

Apart from the natural human urge to question, we have grown up in a culture that not only demands an-
swers, it actually believes that there is an answer for every question. Our dependence on the catechism in
the Catholic Church has fed into this expectation. People find security in answers. If the truth be told,
many of our so-called answers are in fact pretty thin. You discover this very quickly when you press
people for the reasoning behind their answers. We do not witness well to the Good News when we are
driven by the compulsion to have “the answers” for life’s unanswerable questions. It is refreshing to meet
people who have an honest and realistic assessment of their own ignorance. A peace-filled smile or a
compassionate look or simple silence may be much more convincing than an articulate diatribe.

A good example of this can be found in the many examples of those who are present for others who suf-
fer. There is the one who waits silently by the bedside of a family member in a coma, the one who spends
hours visiting an elderly spouse or parent who no longer recognises them, the one who can be present to
another in pain without feeling agitated by the compulsion that he or she must do something, the one who
can look after a chronically ill person without making that person feel embarrassed or a burden, the one
who can experience their own pain as a minor part of the pain of the world and of the procession of hu-
man suffering that passes across our TV screens most nights of the week. Such people have no “an-
swers.” They do have a response. They turn up, they are present in a certain way. They “say” so much
by a glance, a touch, silent presence or an unobtrusive accomplishment of some menial task.

We who call ourselves followers of The Way, do not have the answer to the suffering and tragedy and
pain of the world. No one else has the answer either. We respond out of our experience of the Covenant.
We trust the promise, “I am with you!” We “look on the one they have pierced” and we know He is right
there in the midst of it. Every year we celebrate the awful silence of God on Holy Saturday, the day God
went away. We also celebrate, along with the Cross, and the silence of God, the empty tomb. Daily we
celebrate this in the ordinary rhythm of dying and rising that is part of our existence. Show me a person
of compassion, a person who is deeply human, and I will show you a person who has lived this rhythm at
depth. Such a person knows, at least implicitly, that life is inexplicably and inescapably tragic. There is
no other way. Our response is to name it the paschal rhythm and to live it in union with Jesus Christ.

SUGGESTIONS FOR REFLECTION AND DISCUSSION

1. Describe concisely an experience of personal suffering. What was the worst of it?

2. How do you react when you see other human beings suffering?

3. What does it feel like to be powerless in the presence of someone suffering?

4. How would you describe your thoughts, feelings and behaviour when you visit a sick person.
5. Reflect on the statement, “life has no solution.”

6. What do you think it means to say, “life is a mystery to be lived.”

7. Do you ever argue with God? Reflect.

8. What does the promise, “I am with you,” mean to you in practical terms?

9. What is it like not having “the answer” to an important question?

10. What does it mean to you to celebrate Jesus’ death and resurrection?
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