The Role of Suffering

| was reading an article the other day (forgive yet another reference to
quantum physics) that states that_in fact, things can happen (within and
between atoms) before a particular ‘cause’ promotes the ‘event’. So, in a
very real sense, the result causes the effect! I'll leave that there, because
although scientists observe this to be true, they can’t explain it - so there
was no need to strain the brain any further, as | put the article down!!! I'll
try again sometime, maybe.

| think we're all pretty much OK with the term, and the expectation, of
‘cause and effect’, aren’t we? And in our everyday, that’s obviously the
way things are. But in our confusing and increasingly dangerous and
unpredictable world, we can foresee a number of effects that might be
caused by any number of world-leader-decisions that appear ‘bonkers’
(and that’s putting it mildly!!).

“What's next for us? No idea”, | say to myself; but the problem remains
that people are suffering (in many different ways, throughout the world)
as a result of the effects of decisions that are way beyond our ability to
influence them.

Throughout my volunteer ministry, I've been asked on many occasions
something to the effect: ‘why is God punishing me this way’, or ‘why does
God allow this to happen’. The truth is that God doesn’t cause such
suffering, and that He freely offers His love to help us deal with the
consequences in a positive way. But to someone who is suffering at the
time, | understand that this just doesn’t seem to be a sufficient answer.

Being a practicing Christian doesn’t necessarily shield us from the
realities of life that cause us to suffer in some way - but certainly our faith
can help us to cope with the consequences of that suffering. And in
Chapter 5 of his Letter to the Romans, St Paul has this to say about ‘the
role of suffering’: “Therefore, since we are justified by faith... we boast
in our hope of sharing the glory of God. And not only that, but we
also boast in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces
endurance, and endurance produces character, and character
produces hope, and hope does not disappoint us, because God s
love has been poured into our hearts through the Holy Spirit that has

been given to us.”



Thought for the Fortnight: It occurs to me that in this short section
of Paul’'s letter, he makes an important link between physical suffering
and spiritual wellbeing.

In everyday life, we often here the misleading ‘advice’ that whatever
doesn’t kill us makes us stronger. Paul is saying that ‘physical suffering’
(in many forms) can help us to experience spiritual growth and
robustness... We learn that:

* Hardships we experience in our everyday lives can remind us to turn
to our faith, and to the Holy Spirit-within, to help us to persevere in faith
and in practicing our faith.

* Inturn, that focuses our resolve - our ability to ‘endure’ - and can help
us to build upon our inner moral strength, inform how we must continue
to behave towards each other, to support each other, and to accept
the support of others (which isn’t always easy is it!)

 Testing times might be more positively seen as transitory, when
subjected to our perseverance and endurance. That being said so, we
can more profoundly trust God’s promises - not just in hope, but with
expectation.

Is there hope for the world? Of course there is! But harking back to “cause
and effect”, and remembering what Confucius (we think) had to say (in
précis): If there is beauty in the character, there will be harmony in the
home, order in the nation and peace in the world.

It has to be that way round, and, as Christians, we have to get that
message out there... There can only, truly, be peace in the world when
there’s beauty (righteousness) in the heart, which will not necessarily be
an easy thing to perceive in ourselves, nor to inspire others to understand.
Which is why we pray:

Father God, at times your son offers us hard choices;
to choose sometimes between the closest ties of earth
and loyalty to him. Free us from making decisions that
are for our comfort or for the approval of others. Help
us to understand that good choices don t always lead
to the easiest outcomes.

Amen
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