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This Volume supports The Catechism of the Catholic Church,
Part Four, Christian Prayer

NOTE: All teachings in the Credible Catholic materials conform to the
Catechism of the Catholic Church (CCC) and help to explain the
information found therein. Father Spitzer has also included materials
intended to counter the viral secular myths that are leading religious
people of all faiths, especially millennials, to infer that God is no longer a
credible belief. You will find credible documented evidence for God, our
soul, the resurrection of our Lord, Jesus Christ, and the Catholic Church,
as well as spiritual and moral conversion.

Part One from the CCC is titled, THE PROFESSION OF FAITH. The
first 5 Volumes in the Credible Catholic Big Book and Credible Catholic
Little Book fall into Part One. Part Two of the CCC is titled, THE
CELEBRATION OF THE CHRISTIAN MYSTERY. This is covered in
Volumes 6 through 12. Part Three of the CCC is LIFE IN CHRIST and
information related to this topic will be found in Volumes 13 through 17.
Credible Catholic Big and Little Book VVolumes 18 through 20 will cover
Part Four of the CCC, Christian Prayer.

The Big Book can also be divided into two major movements — the
rational justification for God, the soul, Jesus, and the Catholic Church
(Volumes 1 through 6), and life in Christ through the Catholic Church
(Volumes 9 through 20). If you would like a preview of this dynamic,
please go to Volume 6 (Chapter 7) at the following link — Chapter 7 —
Where Have We Come From and Where are We Going?


https://www.crediblecatholic.com/pdf/7E-P5/7E-BB6_CH7.pdf
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We all need to be Credible Catholics. St. Augustine said in his work,
The Literal Meaning of Genesis,

"Usually, even a non-Christian knows something about the earth,
the heavens and other elements... Now, it is a disgraceful and dangerous
thing for an infidel to hear a Christian, presumably giving the meaning of
Holy Scripture, talking nonsense on these topics; ...If they find a Christian
mistaken in a field which they themselves know well and hear him
maintaining his foolish opinions about our books, how are they going to
believe those books in matters concerning the resurrection of the dead,
the hope of eternal life, and the kingdom of heaven..."

If we don’t respond to these secular myths, who will?
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Transforming Suffering through Faith and Prayer

Contending with suffering is an integral part of Christian spiritual life, because as Jesus made
clear, it offers great opportunities for advancement in love and salvation, as well as the
opportunity for self-offering. The Catholic Church offers one of the richest theologies and
spiritualities of suffering within the annals of human faith and wisdom. I endeavored to articulate
the various dimensions of this theology and spirituality in my book, The Light Shines on in the
Darkness: Transforming Suffering through Faith. The following treatment is a brief snippet of
the contents of that book which we will treat in five chapters:

1. Three theological underpinnings of the Christian View of Suffering (Chapter One).
2. Why would an all-loving God allow Suffering? (Chapter Two)

3. What to do when Suffering Comes (Chapter Three)

4. The Opportunities of Suffering (Chapter Four).

5. Suffering as Self-offering in Imitation of Jesus (Chapter Five).

Chapter One
Three Theological Underpinnings of the Christian View of

Suffering
Back to top

The following three theological considerations are integral to the Christian view of suffering. If
they are not properly understood, then all of the other spiritual considerations will likely be
confused and rendered less effective. Of course, grace can break through even the greatest
misunderstandings, but our appropriation of that grace can be slowed and even blocked by these
misunderstandings. Hence, I urge all readers to study the following considerations, for they will
not only make suffering more profitable, but life considerably easier. We will consider each
theological underpinning in turn:

1. The Centrality of the Resurrection (Section I).
2. Who God is and is Not: A Review (Section II).
3. Four Common Errors about God’s Action in Suffering (Section III).

.
The Centrality of the Resurrection

We will discuss three parts of this significant area here:
1. Evidence of the Resurrection (Section I.A).

2. Hope in Our Resurrection (Section 1.B).
3. Some Christian Insights into Suffering and the Resurrection (Section I.C).
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Readers interested in the many other topics concerned with suffering and the resurrection in The
Light Shines on in the Darkness, may want to consult the book (Chapter 1).

1.A
Evidence of the Resurrection

Since the resurrection is the context through which Christians should view suffering, we
will want to be as convinced as possible about its veracity. As we shall see, the more confident
we are in our resurrection, the more positive our suffering will become. Though there is a
tremendous amount of corroborative evidence for our resurrection (see below), it will never lead
to faith unless we are open to God and His will for us. Without this openness, no amount of
corroborating evidence will ever convince us — for we will look for every possible way of
extricating ourselves from it. The truly great part about God’s gift of freedom is that we can
never be forced to believe in something we don’t want (choose) to believe in. If people want to
believe in a flat earth, they can still find “convincing” reasons to do so — even if they are rejected
by the entire scientific community.

How can we achieve reasonable and responsible belief in the resurrection? After all, it
happened about 2,000 years ago. The basic answer is belief in the apostolic testimony — because
the apostles were eyewitnesses to it — and are worthy of our trust. Yet for those who cannot
“cross the threshold of belief” on this basis alone, there are four other kinds of evidence directly
accessible to us today. We have discussed all of that in previous Volumes, but their importance
for our consideration of suffering makes a review of them imperative. They are:

The application of criteria of historicity (see Volume 3, Chapter Five and Six)
Scientific evidence from the Shroud of Turin (Volume 3, Chapter Eight)
Corroboration by medical studies of near death experiences (Volume 2, Chapter One)
Contemporary miracles done in the name of Jesus — or through the intercession of His
Mother (Volume 3, Chapter Nine)

b=

Before discussing these four contemporary kinds of evidence, we will want to consider the most
basic one — trust in the apostolic testimony.

Those who have read the New Testament with care will probably have discovered the
worthiness of its authors. I recall my first careful reading of the New Testament in college when
it struck me that the authors of the Gospels could have embellished the accounts of miracles and
the resurrection beyond their rather prosaic form. Indeed, they seemed to underplay these “deeds
of power” so much that the actual event appeared somewhat anticlimactic. What really amazed
me was that all three major accounts of Jesus’ risen appearances to the apostles in Matthew,
Luke, and John reported doubts! Though these doubts were not absolute (for the apostles clearly
witnessed the appearance of a powerful divine reality which they later discovered to be the risen
Jesus), it made no sense to me that the authors would be honest enough to plant the seed of
“doubt” in a text attempting to elicit belief. Why would they have done this if they had not
intended to tell the whole truth and nothing but the truth?

Furthermore, when I compared the exorcism stories (which were dramatic) to the miracle
stories (which were quite subdued), I got the feeling that an editor went through the miracle
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stories to take out the exciting parts. Why would an author conclude these stories with “Go now
and don’t tell anybody about this”? When I later studied the gnostic gospels,! I was struck not
only by the hyperbole in them, but also by their departure from the canonical teaching of Jesus.
In stark contrast to this, the four canonical evangelists were unbelievably sober, respectful of the
oral tradition they received, and faithful to Jesus’ teaching about truth, goodness, and love. The
writing of the texts corresponded splendidly with their content — which made them — at least on
the surface — believable.

I also marveled at the Aumility of the authors and the people about whom they wrote. The
inclusion of insults leveled at Jesus by the religious authorities (e.g. “he casts out demons by the
prince of demons”), the failings and weaknesses of the apostles (e.g. Peter, Thomas, and
Matthew), and the accusation that the apostles stole Jesus’ body from the tomb, etc. showed the
interest the evangelists had in putting the truth before the reputation of Christianity’s
foundational leaders. If those leaders had not had the humility to tell the whole truth, I wondered,
wouldn’t they have asked the evangelists to use their editorial pens a little more assiduously?
Humility speaks convincingly about the reliability of witnesses and authors.

Most importantly for me, the tone of the Gospel texts seemed “just right.” The Gospels
manifested an interest in my salvation, my soul, and my virtue. The texts were not written in a
soft and flattering way to gain my approval, but rather in a challenging — almost “off-putting”
way to help me toward salvation — to call me out of self-delusion and darkness into the light of
Christ’s love. “Tough love” can dissuade more converts than it persuades. If the evangelists had
been more interested in “winning converts” instead of “helping souls,” the Gospels would have
been written quite differently — avoiding the “tough love.”

There was something about the collective ethos of the New Testament writers that
attracted me — despite its challenging tone, and I wanted to be part of it. Though I knew I was far
from the ideal they set, I wanted to be like them, on the same mission as they were, with the
same trust and love of the One about whom they were writing. The more I read the New
Testament, the more I was confirmed in this truth of the heart — the foundation of my faith.

Though the truth of the heart is the foundation of faith, there may be some who need
extra confirmation of the mind to become convinced of the reality of the risen glory to which
they are called by Jesus. If you, the reader, are one of these individuals, I would ask that you
review the volumes and chapters listed below for a fuller explanation of the four areas of
contemporary evidence of the resurrection.

! The gnostic gospels are a set of apocryphal works attributed falsely to Jesus’ disciples and friends. They were
written several decades after the four canonical gospels (Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John) during the second half of
the second century to the fourth century. Their authors are not accepted authorities within the apostolic Church (as
the four canonical gospels), but rather spiritual writers who were heavily influenced by gnostic philosophy (which
attempts to achieve spiritual freedom through special knowledge or enlightenment). The so-called “Christian
Gnostics” who wrote these texts departed from apostolic Christianity by advocating salvation not only through Jesus
Christ, but through enlightenment proposed by its spiritual leaders. As can be seen from their miracle stories, their
view of salvation and miracles was considerably different from that of Jesus, and in some cases, are ridiculous and
fantastic.
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The first area of evidence concerns criteria of historicity that can be evaluated just as
well today as 2,000 years ago. In Volume 3 (Chapter Five) we explained four kinds of evidence
for the historicity of Jesus’ resurrection:

1. St. Paul’s list of witnesses to the resurrection who were still alive at the time of Paul’s
writing — and could be asked for verification. Paul makes clear that they had everything
to lose and nothing to gain by testifying to Jesus’ resurrection (Sections III.A and IIL.B).

2. N.T. Wright’s exploration of the failure of First Century messianic movements — and
Christianity’s starkly contrasting success. Can this be explained without the resurrection
and gift of the Holy Spirit? (Section IV.A).

3. N.T. Wright’s examination of the Christian mutations to Second Temple Judaism’s
Doctrine of Resurrection. How can these be explained without the disciples witnessing
the risen Christ in the way reported by the Gospel narratives? (Section IV.B).

4. The likelihood that Jesus’ tomb was empty and that the religious authorities knew this to
be true. Given the unlikelihood that Jesus’ disciples would have stolen His body — or that
anyone else would have done so, then the question arises — how did His body disappear?
(Section V).

The second area of evidence concerns the Shroud of Turin — the purported burial cloth
of Jesus. This evidence is assessed in detail in Volume 3 (Chapter Eight). Some readers may
think that the cloth was debunked by the 1988 carbon testing, but the subsequent work of Dr.
Raymond Rogers and others show that the sample used for the tests was clearly not from the
original Shroud, and that the procedure to obtain the sample was seriously flawed.? Moreover,
recent dating procedures by Dr. Raymond Rogers and Dr. Giulio Fanti (and his teams) indicate a
dating very close to the time of Jesus’ crucifixion and resurrection. In four separate dating
procedures, these scientists and engineers show that the cloth very probably originated around
the time of Jesus’ crucifixion. Fanti averaged his three tests (Fourier transformed infrared
spectroscopy, Raman laser spectroscopy, and mechanical tension compressibility tests) and
obtained a mean of 33 B.C. -- plus or minus 250 years — with 95% confidence (see Section 11.B).

There are three other circumstantial dating methods which show almost conclusively that
the Shroud could not have originated in 13" or 14" Century France (as the 1988 carbon testing
supposedly showed):

e Max Frei’s pollen samples (see Section I1.C.1),

e Alan Whanger’s digital photography of Roman coins on the eyes of the man in the
Shroud (see Section I1.C.2), and

e Remarkable similarities (120 blood imprints) between the Shroud of Turin and the
facecloth of Jesus — the Sudarium of Oviedo (see Section I1.C.3)

2 See Volume 3 (Chapter Eight) for a list of the inexplicable flaws in the procedure to gather the sample for the 1988
carbon testing. The problems are so flagrant that Dr. Rogers published in the peer-reviewed Journal Thermochimica
Acta the following: “The combined evidence from chemical kinetics, analytical chemistry, cotton content, and
pyrolysis-mass-spectrometry proves that the material from the radiocarbon area of the shroud is significantly
different from that of the main cloth. The radiocarbon sample was thus not part of the original cloth and is invalid
for determining the age of the shroud” — Raymond Rogers 2005 “Studies on the Radiocarbon Sample from the
Shroud of Turin,” Thermochimica Acta, Vol. 425, Issue 1-2, January 20, 2005, pp. 189-194.
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These three kinds of evidence show an origin of the cloth in Judea (near Jerusalem) before 600
A.D. — and very probably near the time of Jesus (the Roman coins on the man’s eyes were
minted by Pontius Pilate in Judea in 29 A.D.). The combined evidence — plus the unique
features of Jesus’ crucifixion on the Shroud indicate that it is very probably his burial cloth.

In addition to the above, there is considerable evidence of a transphysical light
phenomenon (suggestive of Jesus’ transphysical resurrection) on the cloth. This is explained in
detail in Volume 3 (Chapter Eight), Section Ill. The Cloth has five enigmas that are very
difficult to explain by any known physical process:

1. The fact that the image is limited to the uppermost surface of the fibrils and does not
penetrate to the medulla of the fibers. This implies that the image was not produced by
chemicals or vapors of any kind.

2. The fact that the image is not a scorch (but rather discoloration coming from
dehydration). This implies that the image could not have been produced by slowly
dissipating radiation (which would have scorched it).

3. The image is a perfect photographic negative in which the image intensity is related to
the distance of the cloth from the body. Thus, the image was present regardless of
whether the cloth touched the body. This implies that radiation — and not chemicals or
vapors — was the source of image formation.

4. There is a double image on the frontal part of the cloth (a more intense image on the front
surface — nearest the body — and a less intense image on the back surface — furthest from
the body — without any effects between the two surfaces). This implies that the radiation
was surrounding both surfaces of the cloth — implying that the cloth collapsed into a
mechanically transparent body.

5. Parts of the frontal image — particularly the hands — show an image which is resolvable
into three dimensions, in which the inside skeletal parts of the hand are proportionately
related to the surrounding exterior flesh on the hand. This again implies that the cloth
collapsed into and through a mechanically transparent body.

How can these enigmas be explained by a single event? In 2010, six physicists from three
research centers (Frascati Research Center, The University of Padua, and Casaccia Research
Center) were able to do so under experimental conditions by creating a burst of ultraviolet
radiation through an excimer laser. According to Paolo Dilazzaro, director of the six-member
team:

We have irradiated a linen fabric having the same absolute spectral reflectance of
the Turin Shroud...with pulsed deep-UV radiation emitted by an ArF excimer
laser. We have shown that 12 ns, 193 nm laser pulses are able to color a very thin
layer on the linen yarn...The colorless inner part of a few fibers...suggests that
we have locally achieved a coloration of the outermost part of the fibers. To the
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best of our knowledge, this is the first coloration of a linen material resembling
the very shallow depth of coloration...observed in the Turin Shroud fibers.3

The only way to produce the particular shallow coloration on the Shroud -- without chemicals,
vapors, or scorching — is by means of an incredibly short burst of vacuum ultraviolet radiation —
which requires an excimer laser. It would take 14,000 excimer lasers across the length and width
of the body to do this. According to DiLazzaro:

[The ultraviolet light necessary to form the image] exceeds the maximum power
released by all ultraviolet light sources available today. It would require “pulses
having durations shorter than one forty-billionth of a second, and intensities on
the order of several billion watts.*

Furthermore, this incredibly special light would have to have been emitted by every 3-
dimensional point of the body simultaneously in a fashion that would surround both sides of the
cloth. This is the only known way to explain the fourth and fifth enigmas given above. In view of
the fact that no known physical process can explain how a decaying corpse could produce such
an intense, short burst, and all-encompassing light form, we must as Dr. John Jackson notes,
make recourse to a transphysical cause:

...in the case of the Shroud image, the cloth did collapse into and through the
underlying body structure. As a physicist, I admit to having my own difficulties
with this concept, but I also know that scientists must be ready to overturn even
their most hallowed principles if observation warrants.

In conclusion, the Shroud of Turin is very probably the burial cloth of Jesus — and it has
imprinted on it what appears to be a relic of His resurrection — a relic of one-forty-billionth of a
second of intense light (with a magnitude of several billion watts) emitted from every 3-
dimensional point within a mechanically transparent body. It corroborates the Gospel and
Pauline accounts of Jesus’ changed body — prefigured by the Transfiguration.

The third area of evidence concerns recent medical studies of near death experiences. It
is explained in Volume 2 (Chapter One). There are several important longitudinal studies of
near death experiences worthy of consideration. Principal among these are the studies of Dr.
Samuel Parnia et al. at Southampton University (2014),> Dr. Pim van Lommel et al. (reported in
the prestigious British medical journal The Lancet),® Dr. Kenneth Ring’s study of near-death

3 Paolo Di Lazzaro, D. Murra, A. Santoni, G. Fanti, E. Nichelatti, and G. Baldacchini. “Deep Ultraviolet Radiation

Simulates the Turin Shroud Image,” Journal of Imaging Science and Technology, July-August 2010, p 6.

4 Frank Viviano 2015 “Why Shroud of Turin’s Secrets Continue to Elude Science” National Geographic April 17,

2015.

http://news.nationalgeographic.com/2015/04/150417-shroud-turin-relics-jesus-catholic-church-religion-science/

> Sam Parnia, K Spearpoint, G de VOs, P Fenwick, D Goldberg, J Yang, J Zhu, et al. 2014 “AWARE — Awareness

during Resuscitation — A Prospective Study” Journal of Resuscitation (October 6, 2014).

http://www.resuscitationjournal.com/article/S0300-9572(14)00739-4/abstract

% Pim van Lommel, R van Wees, V Meyers, and I Elfferich.. 2001. “Near-Death Experience in Survivors of
Cardiac Arrest: A Prospective Study in the Netherlands.” In The Lancet. Vol. 358, Issue 9298, pp. 2039-2045.

10


http://news.nationalgeographic.com/2015/04/150417-shroud-turin-relics-jesus-catholic-church-religion-science/
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experiences of the blind,” and Dr. Janice Holden’s analysis of veridical evidence in NDE’s from
thirty-nine independent studies.® There are additional careful longitudinal studies® as well as
many studies reported in the Journal of Near-Death Studies published by the International
Association for Near-Death Studies (peer-reviewed).!?

The above studies detail three major ways of verifying the survival of human
consciousness after bodily death:

1. Veridical reported data (all major longitudinal studies).!!

2. Visual perception of the blind (primarily Ring and van Lommel).

3. Personal information about deceased individuals (primarily Greyson 2010, van Lommel
2010, Moody 1993, Cook et. al. 1998, and Kelly et. al. 2000).

Each of these kinds of evidence can be verified by independent researchers after the fact, and all
of them are exceedingly difficult (if not impossible) to explain by merely physical or
physiological theories (such as hallucinations, anoxia, narcotics, stimulation of the temporal
lobe, etc. -- see Volume 2 (Chapter One, Section IV). A brief explanation of each kind of
evidence will help to clarify this. For a more detailed explanation, see Volume 2 (Chapter One,
Section III).

7 Kenneth Ring; Cooper, Sharon; and Tart, Charles. 1999. Mindsight: Near-Death and Out-of-Body Experiences in
the Blind. (Palo Alto, CA: William James Center for Consciousness Studies at the Institute of Transpersonal
Psychology).

Kenneth Ring, and Lawrence, M. (1993). Further evidence for veridical perception during near-death experiences.

Journal of Near-Death Studies, 11, 223-229.

8 See Janice Holden 2009. Handbook of Near Death Experiences: Thirty Years of Investigation. (Connecticut:
Praeger Press).

° There are ten major studies worth examining:

T. K. Basford, 1990. Near-death experiences: An annotated bibliography. (New York: Garland).

P. Fenwick & E. Fenwick 1995, The Truth in the Light: An investigation of over 300 near-death experiences. (New

York: Berkley Books).

Bruce Greyson & C. P. Flynn 1984. The Near-Death Experience: Problems, Prospects, Perspectives (Springfield,
IL: Charles C. Thomas).

G. Roberts & J. Owen (1988), “The Near-Death Experience.” In British Journal of Psychiatry, Vol. 153, 607-617.

M.B. Sabom 1982, Recollections of Death: A Medical Investigation (New Y ork: Harper & Row).

C. Zaleski 1987, Otherworld Journeys: Accounts of Near-Death Experience in Medieval and Modern Times

(Oxford: Oxford University Press).

Raymond Moody 1988, The Light Beyond. (New Y ork: Bantam Books).

Bruce Greyson 2010, “Seeing Dead People Not Known to Have Died: ‘Peak in Darien’ Experiences.” American

Anthropological Association. November 21, 2010.

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/7.1548-1409.2010.01064.x/abstract

E.W. Cook et al 1998, “Do any near-death experiences provide evidence for the survival of human personality after

death? Relevant features and illustrative case reports” In Journal of Scientific Exploration, Vol.12, pp. 377-406.

Emily Kelly et al 2000, “Can experiences near death furnish evidence of life after death?” In Omega: Journal of
Death and Dying, Vol. 40, pp. 39-45.

10 See the website www.iands.org for a complete index of 135 topics concerned with research and longitudinal

studies of NDEs.

' Explored in all 15 studies mentioned above — that is: Sam Parnia et al (2014), Pim van Lommel et al (2001),

Kenneth Ring et al (2006), and Janice Holden (2007), Basford (1990), Fenwick & Fenwick (1995), Greyson &

Flynn (1984), Roberts & Owen (1988), Sabom (1982), Zaleski (1987), Moody (1988), Greyson (2010), Cook et al

(1998), Kelly et al (2000).
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Reported Veridical Data. Frequently, during near death experiences, the transphysical
component leaves the body, but does not go immediately to an other-worldly domain. Instead, it
remains in the resuscitation room or in close or remote proximity to the body. This transphysical
component is self-conscious and can see, hear, and remember. Its memories can be recalled after
patients return to their bodies. Some of these reports have highly unusual or unique
characteristics which are not part of ordinary resuscitation or hospital procedures. Many of these
reports can be verified by independent researchers after patients return to their bodies. When all
of these conditions have been met and the unusual accounts have been verified to be 100%
accurate, they are termed “veridical.” Virtually every peer-reviewed study reports multiple
instances of such veridical data. For some remarkable examples of this data, see Volume 2
(Chapter One, Section II1.A).

Visual Perception of the Blind during Clinical Death. Ring, Cooper, and Tart (1999),
and van Lommel (2001) did focused studies on the near death experiences of the blind. These
patients (most whom were blind from birth) were able to see (most for the first time) during their
near death experience. These accounts show that patients who do not have the capacity to see
through their physical bodies, report visual data accurately about their experiences during
clinical death. Some of this data is veridical (highly unusual and therefore difficult — if not
impossible to guess).!'? Ring et. al. found that 80% of blind people had visual perception during
clinical death, and that these perceptions were clear and accurate. For examples of these, see
Volume 2, (Chapter One, Section II1.B). This data is virtually impossible to explain through any
current physical hypothesis such as hallucination, anoxia, temporal lobe stimulation, or narcotics
-- see Volume 2 (Chapter One, Section IV).

Meeting Deceased Persons in a Transphysical Domain. Many patients undergoing
clinical death are moved from the physical world to an other-worldly or heavenly domain. Some
of them see themselves crossing a border into a beautiful paradise in which many are greeted by
deceased relatives or friends, Jesus, or a loving white light. Some patients may experience two or
more of these phenomena. Some patients who are greeted by deceased relatives do not recognize
them because they died before the patient was born. These individuals often introduce
themselves and reveal hitherto unknown facts about themselves that the patients’ relatives or
friends are subsequently able to verify. For specific examples of this, see Volume 2 (Chapter
One Section II1.C).

Given the large number of verified cases of consciousness surviving bodily death
(thousands) and the above three kinds of evidence which cannot be explained by current
physicalist hypotheses, it is highly probable that human consciousness can and does survive
physical death. This evidence corroborates the reality of post physical existence, but it goes even
further — corroborating some of Jesus’ claims about life after physical death. Three points are
relevant here:

12 See Ring, Cooper, and Tart 1999, and Ring and Valarino 2006, pp. 80-82.

12



CCBB - Volume Nineteen - Transforming Suffering Through Faith

1. The transphysical state of patients is not conditioned by physical laws (they can pass
through walls, they are unaffected by gravity, etc.). The risen Jesus manifested these
same qualities (e.g., Jn. 20:19).

2. The bodies of patients are transformed and spirit-like — resembling some of the features
attributed to Jesus’ risen body in the Gospel resurrection narratives (e.g., Lk. 24:37).
Furthermore, when patients pass over to the other side and see deceased friends and
relatives, they report that these individuals are transformed, spirit-like, and beautiful.
There is one important difference between these reports and Jesus’ risen appearance.
Jesus’ body is transformed in power and glory — having the appearance of divinity. This
is not reported of patients having a near death experience.

3. About 99% of patients who have and recall a near death experience unreservedly
indicate that it is filled with love. Those who see the white light report that it is
overwhelmingly loving, and they also report that their friends and relatives are filled
with love. Children frequently report that they encounter Jesus, who is loving and
caring. This correlates with Jesus’ teaching about the unconditional love of God and the
unconditional love and joy of eternal life (a major theme in the Gospel of John).

These similarities corroborate both the Gospel accounts of Jesus’ risen appearance and
Jesus’ preaching about the nature of eternal life. Jesus’ teaching goes beyond the evidence of
near death experiences, indicating that transphysical life is efernal (which NDE’s intimate, but
do not directly corroborate) and that love in His kingdom will be unconditional and perfect joy
(which again NDE’s intimate, but cannot directly corroborate).

The evidence of NDE’s alone is sufficient to reasonably affirm the high probability of life
after physical death. When it is seen in the context of the Christian witness to Jesus’ resurrection
(and His teaching about the resurrection), it also corroborates and complements Christian
revelation.

The fourth area of evidence concerns the miracles done in the name of the risen Jesus
and through the intercession of the mother of Jesus. This evidence is examined in Volume 3
(Chapter Nine). Recall from that Volume, that the meteoric rise of Christianity, in the face of
the public humiliation and execution of its messiah, required a sufficient historical cause —
because it was so radically different from every other messianic movement whose messiah was
killed. N.T. Wright, Raymond Brown, and John P. Meier show that this sufficient cause is both
the resurrection of Jesus and the apostles’ power to perform healings and miracles in a similar
fashion to Jesus (with the important exception that Jesus performed miracles by His own
authority while the apostles performed them in His name). John P. Meier notes in this regard:

...[T]here was a notable difference between the long-term impact of the Baptist
and that of Jesus. After the Baptist’s death, his followers did not continue to grow
into a religious movement that in due time swept the Greco-Roman world.
Followers remained, revering the Baptist’s memory and practices. But by the
early 2d century A.D. any cohesive group that could have claimed an organic
connection with the historical Baptist seems to have passed from the scene. In
contrast, the movement that had begun to sprout up around the historical Jesus
continued to grow — amid many sea changes — throughout the 1% century and
beyond. Not entirely by coincidence, the post-Easter “Jesus movement” claimed

13



CCBB - Volume Nineteen - Transforming Suffering Through Faith

the same sort of ability to work miracles that Jesus had claimed for himself during
his lifetime. This continued claim to work miracles may help to explain the
continued growth, instead of a tapering off, of the group that emerged from Jesus’
ministry. '3

The name of Jesus was extraordinarily powerful, galvanizing the Holy Spirit within the
apostles and disciples of the early Church, and enabling them to perform the same miraculous
cures as Jesus. If Jesus had not risen from the dead, and if He had not preached the truth about
His Father and the resurrection, then how could His name have such remarkable power in the
apostolic church until this very day? Why would this name bestow transphysical power on the
disciples if God did not intend to validate the resurrection and teaching of Jesus? These same
miraculous powers in the name of Jesus persist to this day. One does not have to look far to see
the millions of testimonies to the power of Jesus’ name used to evoke the charismatic
manifestation of the Holy Spirit. A simple internet search shows millions of results devoted to
the Holy Spirit, healings, miracles, prophesy, and tongues which resemble those recounted by
Luke and Paul almost 2,000 years ago.'* Scholars such as Craig Keener have chronicled
hundreds of modern, medically documented miracles occurring through the power of the Holy
Spirit in Jesus’ name.'> There is certainly no shortage of evidence for the risen power of Jesus in
the current age.

Additionally, there is excellent medical assessment of miracles done through the
intercession of Mary the Mother of Jesus. A truly excellent source of these documented miracles
is the International Medical Committee of Lourdes. Its selection criteria are so rigorous that of
the thousands of miracles that have occurred at Lourdes, it has only definitively approved of 69
(as of 2015). However, those 69 miracles are incredibly well-documented, and deserve the
readers’ scrutiny. See their website http://en.lourdes-france.org/deepen/cures-and-miracles/the-
international-medical-committee. We have summarized three of these miracles in Volume 3
(Chapter Nine, Section I.B.). We also examined the scientifically validated miracles concerned
with our Lady of Guadalupe (Section L.A.), Our Lady of Fatima (Section L.C.), three
contemporary saints (Section II), and a contemporary Eucharistic miracle overseen by Pope
Francis (Section III).

In Conclusion, the veracity of the apostolic testimony to the resurrection of Jesus can be
corroborated with a high degree of probability by the historical analysis of the resurrection
narratives, the evidence of the resurrection from the Shroud of Turin, the high probability of
human consciousness surviving bodily death — which correlates with Christian accounts of the
resurrection - and the miracles done in the name of Jesus from the time of the apostolic Church
until today.

13 John P. Meier 1994. 4 Marginal Jew: Rethinking the Historical Jesus. Vol. 2. Mentor, Message, and Miracles.
(New York: Doubleday). p. 623.

14 A simple Google search on the internet for “Holy Spirit healing” currently yields 11,200,000 results; for “Holy

Spirit Miracles” there are 7,220,000 results; for “Holy Spirit prophecy” there are 5,480,000 results; and for “Holy

Spirit tongues” there are 3,490,000 results.

15 See Craig Keener 2011, Miracles: The Credibility of the New Testament. (Grand Rapids, MI: Baker Academic
Publishing).
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As previously noted, the apostolic testimony and the above four areas of evidence will
not be convincing to those who are not open to the salvation and message of Jesus. However, if
we are open to the salvation and message of Jesus, the combined evidence for life after bodily
death and Jesus’ resurrection will likely form a reasonable and responsible basis for belief in our
resurrection. This is precisely what is required to enter into the Christian view of suffering. If
you, the reader, continue to be in doubt about the resurrection (eternal life in unconditional love),
I would strongly advise reviewing the volumes and sections mentioned above — and if doubts
continue, then review the scientific and medical sources referenced in those volumes.

1.B
Hope in Our Resurrection

Before discussing the nature of our risen life, it is important to note that if we seek God
with a sincere heart, and try in our actions to do His will according to the dictates of our
conscience, we will be led into His risen life.!® None of us will be able to follow the teachings of
Jesus perfectly during our lifetime, and so the word “#y” in the previous sentence is important.
Jesus makes clear that if we fail multiple times — even as egregiously as the Prodigal Son — His
Father will accept us into His heavenly kingdom if we contritely ask for forgiveness — just as the
father of the Prodigal Son was moved to accept his son into the household unconditionally when
he expressed his contrition. Thus, we should not fall prey to doubts that undermine our hope. If
we try in our actions to do God’s will as Jesus has taught, and if we turn back to God for
forgiveness when we have failed, we should have confidence that the unconditional love of Jesus
and His Father will bring us to the promised resurrection.

We should not doubt that the Lord will forgive us as many times as we have failed, for if
He asks Peter to forgive his brother 70 times 7 times — a virtually endless number of times — we
can be sure that the Lord will do precisely the same for us — so long as we ask sincerely. Jesus
makes this point powerfully in the Parable of the Tax Collector and Pharisee who go up to the
Temple to pray. The tax collector — considered to be a very serious egregious sinner in First
Century Israel — simply stands at a distance and prays contritely, “God, have mercy on me, a
sinner.” Jesus declares emphatically, “I tell you that this man, rather than the other, went home
justified [ready for salvation] before God” (Luke 18: 14).

St. Paul understood how important this confidence in the unconditional love of God is —
not only for the sake of warding off discouragement and despair, but also for interpreting the
cross (suffering) in our lives. In Romans 8, Paul presents an argument for Christian hope
grounded in the teaching and self-sacrifice of Jesus on the cross:

16 The Dogmatic Constitution of the Church (Lumen Gentium) indicates that “Those who, through no fault of their
own, do not know the Gospel of Christ or his Church, but who nevertheless seek God with a sincere heart, and,
moved by grace, try in their actions to do his will as they know it through the dictates of their conscience — those too
may achieve eternal salvation.” Lumen Gentium, Chapter II (Section 16), Flannery 1975, p. 376. We can infer a
doctrine of salvation for Christians from this. For Christians, “the will of God” is defined by the teachings of Jesus.
Hence, Christians will attain eternal salvation if they seek God and ¢y to do His will by following the teachings of
Jesus. If we fail at times to do God’s will, we can confidently rely on the unconditional forgiving love of His Father.
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If God is for us, who can be against us? He who did not spare his own Son, but
gave him up for us all—how will he not also, along with him, graciously give us
all things? Who will bring any charge against those whom God has chosen? It is
God who justifies. Who then is the one who condemns? No one. Christ Jesus who
died—more than that, who was raised to life—is at the right hand of God and is
also interceding for us (Romans 8: 31-34).

Paul’s argument is probative, for if God allowed His Son to sacrifice Himself completely for us,
then there is nothing that He would not do to save us and bring us to eternal life — that is, He
would do anything and everything to bring us into His eternal kingdom.

This news is already beyond belief, but Paul goes further — if God would do anything and
everything to bring us to eternal life, then no person or group of persons — no spirit or group of
spirits -- can successfully block us from God’s salvific intention. Therefore, if we try to do God’s
will as Jesus taught us, and ask sincerely for forgiveness when we have failed to do so, then
God’s salvific intention will lead us to His kingdom. We should have confidence in this —
particularly during times of suffering.

In the letter to the Ephesians, we are given a prayer and declaration about how to have
this powerful confidence in the salvific will of God:

...may Christ dwell in your hearts through faith; that you, being rooted

and grounded in love, may have power to comprehend with all the saints what is
the breadth and length and height and depth,

and to know the love of Christ which surpasses knowledge, that you may be
filled with all the fullness of God.

Now to him who by the power at work within us is able to do far more
abundantly than all that we ask or think,

to him be glory in the church and in Christ Jesus to all generations, forever

and ever. Amen (Eph. 3: 17-21 — italics mine).

St. Paul prays that we will know the breadth and length and height and depth of Christ’s love,
which is the fullness of God; for if we gain a mere glimmer of this love — which is beyond all
knowledge — we will know with confidence that God will do far more to bring us to His eternal
salvation than “we can possibly ask or think.” Therefore, if we ask God for eternal salvation,
believing in His unconditional love, He will grant us far more than anything we could have
hoped for.

When we are suffering acutely, we will want to make recourse to this radical hope in the

salvific intention of the unconditionally loving God. Anything less could cause us to falter at the
very moment we must believe in our risen glory with Him.

I.C
Three Christian Insights into the Resurrection and Suffering
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First Christian Insight: Suffering is Completely Redeemed in the Resurrection

By now it will be evident that the first and most foundational Christian insight concerns
the redemption of suffering in the eternal life of unconditional love. It may be characterized as
follows: our life is eternal, and intended by Jesus to be unconditional love and joy. Therefore,
our life in the physical universe is but a mere blip on the landscape of eternity. Though this life
has definitive significance, it will be changed at the moment of death—and so its temporal and
physical features should not be absolutized.

As noted in the previous section, the Christian Church teaches that all people “who seek
God with a sincere heart, and #ry in their actions to do His will according to the dictates of their
conscience,” will be led into the resurrection of unconditional love.!” For Christians, the “dictates
of conscience” are based on the teachings of Jesus. Recall that the requirement for salvation is
not the achievement of perfection in doing God’s will, but #rying in our actions to do God’s will.
God knows that precious few of us will be able to achieve perfection in doing His will before we
die, and so He accepts sincere repentance for shortcomings and our good faith efforts.

According to Jesus, this choice to “seek God with a sincere heart and to try to do His
will” can be made even at the last moment.'® When the choice is made — and when Christians put
their faith in Jesus — this life can no longer be ultimately tragic. Jesus promised that all suffering
would be transformed into perfect love and joy in His Kingdom, meaning that even the worst of
disasters will be perfectly redeemed for all eternity. Hence St. Paul can say with great
confidence:

We are afflicted in every way, but not crushed; perplexed, but not driven to
despair; persecuted, but not forsaken; struck down, but not destroyed; we always
carry in our body the death of Jesus, so that the life of Jesus may also be
manifested in our bodies (2 Cor. 4: 8-10).

Second Christian Insight: The Purpose of Suffering

For Christians, the redemption of suffering in an eternal life of unconditional love is not
the whole story. Suffering has a significant purpose in this life — it helps us move toward that
eternal salvation. In the perspective of Christian faith, suffering purifies love—it does not
undermine it. Without faith, this perspective is difficult to see, but with faith in the
unconditionally loving God, this central insight becomes quite powerful — not only leading us to
our salvation, but enabling us to lead others to their salvation.

As will be discussed in the Chapter Four below, suffering provides the impetus for six
major opportunities:

17 See the full citation from Lumen Gentium in Section IV above.

18 See for example Mt. 20:1-16, (Parable of the Late Laborers), and Lk. 15:11-32 (Parable of the Prodigal Son).
Jesus reflects this attitude in his ministry with sinners — eating with and calling even the worst of sinners —e.g. tax
collectors and prostitutes—to the Kingdom of Heaven through their choice and faith in Him.
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1. It can shock us out of a superficial Level 1-2 purpose and identity, and point the way to a
Level 3—4 purpose and identity.

2. It provides the impetus to grow in our faith and deepen our trust in God — which leads to
our salvation, and frequently to the salvation of others.

3. It provides the conditions for need and interdependence, which in turn incites the call to
serve and contribute to others and to make the world a better place.

4. It provides the impetus to grow in natural virtues — endurance, courage, fortitude,
prudence, rationality, and temperance.

5. It provides the impetus to purify and deepen our love (agapé) -- particularly in the areas
of empathy, humility, forgiveness, compassion, and the “acceptance of compassion.”

6. It provides the conditions for serving, strengthening, and building the Kingdom of God
on earth — and to bring hope and the Good News of salvation to the world.

Each of these six opportunities has a “self-definitional” quality. The more we follow the
opportunities of suffering, the more deeply we define our hearts and ourselves as “living for the
kingdom, others, and the human and divine community.” Were it not for suffering, we would not
have the same impetus to move beyond a self-centric nature — beyond self-sufficiency,
autonomy, domination, and self-worship; we would not have the same opportunity to leave a
legacy of contribution, compassion, and good for the kingdom and the human community; we
would be left without the challenges that call us to courage, effort, commitment, and love—Ileft
to a kind of infancy of “being taken care of” instead of taking care of others; and we would be
deprived of the opportunity to make sacrifices for others, the kingdom, and other noble causes—
left to a non-sublime innocence. !

Though suffering causes pain, loss, grief, and other negative emotional states, Jesus did
not view it as essentially negative because in the context of faith it can lead toward our and
others’ salvation. St. Paul develops this theology of “positive suffering” in two major passages.
The first passage, from the letter to the Romans, concerns the role of suffering in developing
natural virtue:

... we rejoice in our sufferings, knowing that suffering produces endurance, and
endurance produces character, and character produces hope, and hope does not
put us to shame, because God’s love has been poured into our hearts through the
Holy Spirit who has been given to us (Rom 5: 3-5).

St. Paul’s perspective is that suffering plus faith will lead to virtue and love — and ultimately
salvation. He spells out some of these virtues in the above passage — endurance, character, and
hope, all of which open us to the love of God poured into our hearts by the Holy Spirit. This love
of God leads to an increase in trust and a deepening of our capacity for love.

Another passage from the Second Letter to the Corinthians is central to the Christian
interpretation of suffering:

19 These points will be taken up extensively in Volume 7.
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And to keep me from being too proud [hyperomai—self-exalted, proud,
conceited] by the abundance of revelations, a thorn was given me in the flesh, an
angel of Satan, to torment me. Three times I besought the Lord about this, that it
should leave me; but he said to me, ‘My grace is sufficient for you, for my power
is made perfect in weakness.” I will all the more gladly boast of my weaknesses,
that the power of Christ may rest upon me. For the sake of Christ, then, I am
content with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and calamities; for
when I am weak, then I am strong (2 Cor. 12:7-10).

Paul’s thorn in the flesh is very probably a physical infirmity, and many exegetes believe that he
had significant problems with his vision,?® but he remained intentionally vague about this to
allow others with different kinds of suffering the greatest latitude to identify with him and his
interpretation of redemptive suffering. So, what is Paul’s interpretation of the “opportunity of
suffering?”” He names two specific benefits:

e [t prevents him from becoming conceited (proud).
e His weaknesses are the means through which Jesus’ power is perfected within him.

For St. Paul, there are far worse things than suffering—mnamely, the darkness of pride and
conceit. Pride and conceit gave him the false impression that he was more important than others
and his life more valuable than others. This bloated sense of self-importance could have led him
away from the Lord into a self-idolatrous darkness—which he feared. So, he felt incredibly
blessed by the Lord to be given his thorn in the flesh—which caused him to stumble, be
embarrassed, and be dependent on others. He probably found this very difficult to accept at
first—as manifest by his pleading with God to take it away three times (over and over and over
again—many times). His reticence to accept the thorn is probably attributable to the dignity and
pride he felt due to his education, intelligence, his ability to speak and write, and his obvious
charisma and leadership ability.

If Paul really did have problems with his vision, and took pride in his independence and
leadership, he may have felt dependent and weak when he required assistance to travel and write.
Furthermore, embarrassing incidents, such as not recognizing a high priest in full regalia (Acts
23:3-5)—would have been humiliating. Yet when it became apparent that the Lord would not
take away “his thorn in the flesh,” he saw the light—he had been rescued from real darkness —
the darkness of egocentricity and self-idolatry. Moreover, his thorn opened him to the strength
and grace of Christ — helping him toward his salvation while making him a light to others’
salvation. When this light became apparent, and he saw His thorn as one of the greatest gifts ever
given to him—more precious than his charisma and his ability to speak, write, and lead—he

20 There are several indications of Paul’s difficulties with vision. He seems to have dictated most of his letters to
scribes (e.g., Tertius who transcribed the letter to the Romans). What he does write for himself, he pens with large
print (Gal 6:11), indicating possible difficulties with seeing. Furthermore, in Galatians 4:15, Paul tells the Galatians
that “For I bear you witness that, if possible, you would have plucked out your eyes and given them to me.” What
would have been the purpose of that, if Paul did not need their eyes? In Acts 23:3-5, Paul, who was a former
Pharisee, claims that he did not recognize the high priest standing in full regalia in front of him—referring to him as
a “white washed wall.” This passage makes little sense if Paul had clear vision.
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proclaimed that He would boast first in his weakness instead of his strength—for when he was
weak, it was then that he was truly strong.

Third Christian Insight: Unconditional Love and the Absence of Suffering in the
Resurrection.

In the Book of Revelation, the prophetic author, citing a loud voice from the heavenly
throne, states:

He will wipe away every tear from their eyes, and death shall be no more, neither
shall there be mourning nor crying nor pain any more, for the former things have
passed away... Behold, I make all things new (Rev. 21: 4-5).

This verse summarizes the totality of teaching in the Gospels and Epistles — and
interestingly is validated in thousands of accounts of near death experiences. Those who have
“crossed over to the other side” in near death experiences report almost universally that
“overwhelming love” is the primary characteristic of their experience. Frequently, these
individuals are taken up into a loving white light in which they not only experience
overwhelming love, but learn to love themselves and others in the same way. Others have
experienced the love of family and friends, and still others, the love of Jesus.?! One person
describes this universal experience as follows:

I became very weak, and I fell down. I began to feel a sort of drifting, a
movement of my real being in and out of my body, and to hear beautiful music. I
floated on down the hall and out the door onto the screened-in porch. There, it
almost seemed that clouds, a pink mist really, began to gather around me, and
then I floated right straight on through the screen, just as though it weren’t there,
and up into this pure crystal clear light, an illuminating white light. It was
beautiful and so bright, so radiant, but it didn’t hurt my eyes. It’s not any kind of
light you can describe on earth. I didn’t actually see a person in this light, and yet
it has a special identity, it definitely does. It is a light of perfect understanding and
perfect love.... And all during this time, I felt as though I was surrounded by an
overwhelming love and compassion.??

This view of heaven contextualizes the suffering we endure on this earth. It shows that we will
be brought to fulfillment in our souls and bodies, in our consciousness and love, with family and
friends, and in the splendor of God.

2l The experience of overwhelming love is so central to near death experiences, that a simple internet search for
“Love, near death experiences” yields 9,310,000 results. Many of these experiences are also published in books and
journals.

22 Raymond Moody 1975. Life After Life. (New York: Harper Collins) pp 53-54.

There are many other testimonies to the intense love of the white light and Jesus accessible through an internet
search of “love in Near Death Experiences.” See for example the experience of Dannion Brinkley at:
http://www.dannion.com/dannion-brinkley-near-death-experience/
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Thus, we do not want to forget the promise of Jesus — “Blessed are the sorrowing, for
they shall be consoled” (Mt. 5: 4) and “Come to me all you who are toiling and are burdened,
and I will give you rest” (Mt 11:28). These promises are absolute, indicating Jesus’ intention to
remove and redeem all suffering in the Kingdom of Heaven.

The removal and redemption of pain and suffering in the afterlife is explicitly mentioned
in the accounts of many near death experiences. The clinical death of Linda Stewart gives a
detailed account of this phenomenon. She was wracked not only with great physical pain from a
debilitating disease, but also with severe depression, and the spiritual pain of being taught that
God was angry, wrathful, and punishing. As her disease progressed, and her pain grew worse,
Linda let go of her physical body, and described the following experience:

When I finally gave up my will to live, relinquishing my life unto death was
sublimely easy after my long illness and loss of everything that had made life
worthwhile for me. The decision to leave this world hung suspended in an
extended moment of absolute quiet. Passionless, [ watched my spirit leave my
body as a feeling of ‘otherness’ engulfed me. I felt a strange detachment from my
physical body and the life I had created. I was no longer connected to a pitiful,
suffering mass of flesh. I was not that body and yet, I still existed but in a new
state of being. Gone was the wrenching pain that had accompanied my every
waking moment. The strain of expanding my lungs to gasp for air had
disappeared. Fatigue, which had weighted my life for years, had lifted.
Depression no longer drained my mind of hope. Sight and sounds did not sear my
head with pain, leaving me emotionally bereft. And yet, I still existed. I felt
weightless and calm...

Although I knew I was not in the lifeless body lying on my bed, and that the eyes
and brain I had previously identified as mine, were in that inanimate object with
which I no longer identified, I was still aware of sight and thoughts and
sensations. I observed my new reality with tranquility.... I became aware of a deep
sense of peace and warmth that permeated my senses... [ was suddenly buffeted by a
powerful, energetic force that swooped beneath and lifted me, carrying me
upward... Barely conscious, my only awareness was a sensation of rising. I
seemed to be traveling upward at an unimaginable speed. A clean sensation of
wind rushed over my face and body with tremendous force and yet there was no
discomfort. Vast distances seemed to fly by me and the higher I rose, the more my
head cleared. I became aware of a deep sense of peace and warmth that permeated
my senses... Confused, because the energy that had enveloped me had a definite
presence, I tried to see what was happening and who was carrying me; who or
what cared so deeply for me? I felt peaceful and loved immeasurably. I knew I
was in the arms of a being who cherished me with perfect love and carried me
from the dark void into a new reality... With the eyes of my soul body, I looked
to see what held me in such love and I beheld a radiant, Spirit being, so
magnificent and full of love that I knew I would never again feel the sense of loss.
I have no way of explaining how, but I knew the Spirit was Christ. It was not a
belief, perception or understanding, but my recognition of Christ came from my
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new perspective of spirit... I did not see the Spirit as I had seen Jesus of Nazareth
depicted in paintings, but the innate knowing of my heart remembered and
acknowledged Christ. The radiant Spirit was Christ, the manifestation and
expression of pure love... 2*

Linda experienced precisely what is promised by Jesus and expressed in the Book of
Revelation. Her physical pain and debilitation was transformed into peace and warmth which
permeated her senses; her depression and malaise was transformed by a sense of being
unconditionally loved, and her spiritual pain which came from a misconception about God was
replaced by the overwhelming awareness that God is perfect love and that He is one with Jesus
Christ. Linda’s experience typifies that of thousands of others who have crossed over from this
world to the next — an experience where every tear is wiped away and replaced by the
consolation of the loving God promised by Jesus.

Belief in Jesus’ promise to remove and redeem all suffering — and bring us into a domain
of perfect love and joy is essential to the Christian experience of “suffering well.” When we
affirm this truth, suffering can no longer be ultimately tragic. Yes — it can produce terrible pain,
grief, loneliness, emptiness, fear and frustration — but these negative states are only temporary if
we believe in the resurrection, and put the redemption of our suffering into the hands of the
loving God.

If the evidence for our resurrection detailed in Section I.A above (historical criteria, near
death experiences, the Shroud of Turin, and miracles in the name of Jesus) has any validity, then
we can be reasonably certain that God will wipe away all of our pain and replace it with
unconditional warmth, peace, love and joy. He will make use of every bit of our suffering to lead
us and others into the Kingdom of his unconditional love.

The above consideration of the resurrection is paramount in the Christian view of
suffering. Without it, everything else is rendered meaningless and impotent. As St. Paul states

Now if Christ is preached as raised from the dead, how can some of you say that
there is no resurrection of the dead? '3 But if there is no resurrection of the dead,
then Christ has not been raised; '#if Christ has not been raised, then our preaching
is in vain and your faith is in vain. '> We are even found to be misrepresenting
God, because we testified of God that he raised Christ, whom he did not raise if it
is true that the dead are not raised. '° For if the dead are not raised, then Christ has
not been raised. !” If Christ has not been raised, your faith is futile and you are still
in your sins (1 Cor. 15: 12-17).

Paul makes the point succinctly — the resurrection of Jesus has been attested by hundreds of
trustworthy witnesses, and in view of this our resurrection is secure (if we try to follow the
Lord’s will and rely upon His unconditional mercy). In view of this, suffering not only makes

2 Kevin Williams 2002 Nothing Better than Death (Bloomington, Ind: Xlibris Corp). The testimony of Linda
Stewart can also be found on the internet. See: http://www.near-death.com/experiences/notable/linda-stewart.html.
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sense, it is also salutary. For when suffering is interpreted through faith and prayer, it can lead to
the purification of our love and faith, and ultimately to our and others’ salvation.

Two other perspectives are also important in the interpretation of suffering, leading to its
salutary and salvific effects:

1. Who God is and is Not (Section 1I).
2. Four theological misinterpretations of suffering we must avoid (Section I1I).

Editor’s Note: For the full presentation of the Resurrection perspective, you may want to consult
the book (Chapter 1).

1.
Who God Is and Is Not — A Review
Back to top

In Volume 4 (Chapter Three), we gave a synopsis of Jesus’ proclamation of the unconditional
love of God by examining His address to God His Father — “4bba” -- His proclamation of love
as the highest commandment and love as the encapsulation of the law and the prophets. We also
noted the importance of the Parable of the Prodigal Son in which the Father becomes Jesus’
primary analogy for God the Father (His 4bba). If the reader does not have an explicit memory
of this material, 1 would recommend that you review it before proceeding with the rest of this
volume, for a misinterpretation of the heart and person of God the Father will almost certainly
undermine faith in Him, and thereby the efficacy of suffering toward authentic love and
salvation.

In Volume 4 (Chapter Six) we examine six false notions of God that are inconsistent with
the preaching of Jesus and His image of the father of the Prodigal Son. The six ‘“non-Christian”
false notions of God are:

1. The angry God.

2. The payback God.

3. The domineering God.

4. The disgusted God.

5. The terrifying God.

6. The stoic or indifferent God.

Some of these ideas of God are found in the Old Testament — particularly in its older strands of
thought (from the Mosaic Period through the Judges to the establishment of the kingdom).
However, it must be remembered that God developed His revelation throughout the Old
Testament and brought it to fulfillment in His Son. Hence it should not be surprising that Jesus
supersedes much of the doctrine of the Old Testament when bringing it to fulfillment. Thus, we
must look at the Old Testament through the lens of the New Testament, but we cannot do the
reverse lest we put new wine into old wine skins — the new revelation into the more restrictive
categories of the old revelation.
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There are some passages in the New Testament that have caused Christians to believe
that God is angry and retributive (contrary to Jesus’ preaching about forgiveness and refraining
from anger). If you the reader are troubled by these passages, you will want to review the
explanation of them in Volume 4 (Chapter Six) as well as the deeper explanation of them in my
book The Light Shines on in the Darkness: Transforming Suffering through Faith (Chapter 2).

Editor’s Note: For a much fuller presentation of Who God is and Is Not, consult Chapter 2 of
The Light Shines on in the Darkness.

1.
Four Theological Misinterpretations of God’s Action in Suffering
Back to top

The Light Shines on in the Darkness: Transforming Suffering through Faith (Chapter 3) gives a
full explanation the following four theological misinterpretations of God’s action and suffering
as well as other misinterpretations of suffering, natural causation, and Old Testament exegesis.
Readers seeking a deeper explanation of these ambiguities in interpreting suffering will want to
read Chapter 3 before proceeding to the rest of this volume. The four theological
misinterpretations are as follows:

1. Suffering is God’s punishment for our or our parents’ sins.

2. Suffering is the result of original sin — nothing more.

3. God directly wills the events that cause suffering (irrespective of natural causation or
individual human choices).

4. God is not present in our suffering — if He were, we would see what He is doing to
alleviate it.

LA
First Misinterpretation: Suffering is God’s Punishment for Sin

Job 3:1-25 represents a view of suffering widely held in Israel before the time of Jesus — namely
that suffering is the result of God’s punishment for our sins. In this passage, Job who is
ostensibly a just man, is bewildered by the deprivation and suffering inflicted upon him, but his
friends tell him that if he looks deeply enough, he will see some fault in himself that has brought
affliction upon him. In this view, if a person seems blameless for suffering, then either he does
not know how sinful he really is (as Job’s friend suggests?*) or the suffering came from the sin of
previous generations. In the latter view, God can punish the sinfulness of people down to the
fourth generation (Ex. 34:6-7; Deut. 5:8-10; Lev 26:39). Thus, suffering could be the fault of the
father, grandfather, or great grandfather. In this sense, God is not to blame for the suffering of

24 Job’s friends ostensibly come to console him, but are convinced that God is retributive, and so they believe that
Job must have sinned in some way that either he is not admitting to them or to himself. They come with Psalms of
penance, but Job responds with Psalms of innocence. Thus, he is forced to defend both his righteousness and God’s
love for him — which his friends will not accept. This leads Job to consider them enemies. See Ibid p. 467.
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the innocent — he is only the administrator of strict justice. The blame for the suffering of the
innocent is placed squarely on the shoulders of the guilty party -- his parents, grandparents, or
great grandparents who committed the sin.

Jesus supersedes this Old Testament view of suffering as God’s punishment for sin. He
does so because it is incompatible with three more fundamental theological viewpoints: (1) His
view of God (the Father) as unconditional love, (2) His view that the highest interior virtue is
compassion (care for sinners as well as the needy), and (3) His view of the perfection of love—
agapé — as “love of enemies.” In Matthew 5:43-48, Jesus encourages His disciples to love their
enemies (instead of seeking retribution and punishment). He says that this is precisely what His
Heavenly Father does, and for this reason, “[H]e makes his sun rise on the evil and on the good,
and sends rain on the just and on the unjust” (Mt. 5:45).

Jesus’ view of God and virtue requires that He reject the view that suffering is
punishment for sin. As noted in Section II above, Jesus identifies God with the father of the
Prodigal Son — who loves the worst of sinners, is overjoyed by their return, and restores them to
the fullness of life when they turn back to him (Lk.15:11-32). This is completely consistent with
Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount in which Jesus identifies the Father’s perfection with love of
enemies (Mt. 5:48). This love of enemies and evildoers is incompatible with a God who punishes
sinners down to the fourth generation and reserves His love for the righteous alone. How can the
same God forgive His enemies (relinquishing punishment and penalty) while punishing them
down to the fourth generation? In order for Jesus to be consistent with His insistence that we
imitate the Father’s compassion for enemies by forgiving them 70 x 7 times (a virtually endless
number of times — Mt. 18:22), He formally abandons the idea of suffering as punishment for sin
and says that God causes rain (something negative) to fall on both the righteous and sinners, and
that God causes His sun to shine (something positive) on both sinners and the righteous. In the
Gospel of Luke, Jesus states outright, “love your enemies...then you will be children of the Most
High, because He is kind to the ungrateful and wicked” (Lk. 6:35). If Jesus had not abandoned
the idea of suffering as God’s retribution for sin, it would have contradicted His view of God,
love, and virtue. Jesus has made a radical turn from the Old Testament view of suffering.

1.B
Second Misinterpretation: Suffering is the Result of Original Sin — Nothing More

When we or others ask why God has allowed suffering to happen in our lives, the whole answer
is not contained in the simple response, “It was the sin of Adam” (see Gen 2:17; 3:16, 19).
Indeed, the Gospels and the Book of Job never make an appeal to the sin of Adam or the fall to
explain suffering. Instead, the Book of Job appeals to the testing of people by Satan, the
punishment of sinful people by God, the medicinal and pedagogical benefits of suffering, and the
mystery and incomprehensibility of suffering. Jesus supersedes the first two reasons, and
comprehensively enhances the other two. Jesus and the Christian Church teach three major
benefits of suffering:

1. Suffering helps us to reach for higher meaning, deeper love, and eternal salvation (see
below Chapter Four).
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2. Our choices in the midst of suffering and death help us to define our eternal identity (see
below Chapter Four).

3. Suffering can be turned into self-sacrificial love for the redemption of the world in
imitation of Jesus (see below Chapter Five).

Though St. Paul appeals to the sin of Adam to explain both death and our concupiscence
(Rom 5:12, 19), he does not specifically tie suffering (beyond that of death and concupiscence)
to it. His purpose for doing this is to show that death and concupiscence come through one man
(Adam) and are redeemed through the love and grace of one man (Jesus Christ).

Yet, the question remains — “Why didn’t Jesus and the Book of Job appeal to the sin of
Adam to explain suffering? Why did they give so many other alternative explanations?”
Apparently, the sin of Adam is not the whole reason for human suffering. The sin of Adam
causes the fall of human nature—which in its original state was in harmony with God, other
humans (i.e., Eve), and nature. Once the sin of Adam occurred, all three of these harmonies were
disrupted and undermined, leading to a state of hardship in our relationships with God, others,
and nature. This state of hardship is not definitive—in the sense of our being condemned to
experience only hardship in our relationship with God, others, and nature. God provides a way to
mitigate these hardships, and to make our lives better—the discipline of the law (which mitigates
the adversity in our relationship with Him and others) and the discipline of hard work and
prudence which enables us to cultivate and “civilize” nature. In this way, human beings can be
reasonably happy—experiencing moments of peace amidst conflict and war, and moments of
surplus amidst times of drought and severe weather.

This is precisely the condition in which Job finds himself before Satan convinced God to
test the genuineness of his faith. Job was a just man—a practitioner of virtue, the law, and hard
work—and as a result, he had a good family, many lands and possessions, and many friends.
Thus, the central question of the book of Job is not, “Why is there hardship in the world—
friction between us, God, nature, and one another?” -- That question could have been answered
by appealing to the sin of Adam in the Book of Genesis. Again, the question is not, “How did
Job mitigate the hardships that came through the sin of Adam so that he could have a reasonably
happy life?” This question could have been answered by appealing to the promises of Moses
concerning the efficacy of the law and hard work in mitigating suffering and receiving God’s
promise of favor and prosperity. The above two questions and their answers are assumed by the
book of Job. So, what is the central question of the Book of Job? Why did the just man Job—
who was prosperous and happy because he followed the law, worked hard, and therefore enjoyed
the favor of God and the fruits of his labors—find himself in terrible suffering and destitution?
This is precisely the question that the vast majority of us who are trying to be good and faithful
people ask when deep suffering afflicts us. To answer this question with the perfunctory
comment— “You’re suffering because of the sin of Adam” doesn’t answer the question. It only
serves to frustrate people who are trying to reconcile their attempts to follow virtue, the law, and
the Lord with seemingly undeserved and unexpected suffering. If we want to answer this third
question, then we will have to consider Jesus’ comprehensive enhancement of the book of the
later strands of the Old Testament — particularly the book of Job. This will be taken up in detail
below in the Fourth and Chapter Fives.
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1.C
Third Misinterpretation: God Wills the Events that Cause Suffering

This misinterpretation of suffering also has its origins in the earlier strands of the Old Testament
in which it is presumed that God is directly responsible for everything that happens in the world.
If we assume this without making an accommodation for the relative independence of individual
free will and the forces of nature, then it would seem that God directly wills all the events that
cause suffering. Jesus and the Christian tradition make several enhancements in the view of
human free will and God’s equitableness in causing nature to bring benefit and suffering to both
good and evil people.

As noted in Section II above, Matthew 5: 45 indicates that Jesus believed that God causes
natural events, such as the rain to fall and the sun to shine. However, he departs from Old
Testament tradition when he states that God does this equitably to both the just and the unjust —
the good as well as the evil. This suggests that God does not change the normal course of natural
events very often to reward the good and punish the unjust — perhaps not at all, and this is
precisely what allowed St. Thomas Aquinas to insert Aristotle’s view of causation into the
Christian view of God’s initial creation and continual sustaining of nature. He formulated this
into His view of secondary causation, which gave rise to the view of natural forces in modern
science.

According to the contemporary scientific worldview, God does not directly cause the sun
to rise and the rain to fall. He could do these things, but prefers instead that they be generated by
a series of secondary causes which operate through the natural laws and constants He designed
and infused in the universe at its creation.

The idea of ‘“secondary causation” is commensurate with Christian thought— and
originated from it. St. Thomas Aquinas discovered this idea by reconciling Aristotle’s four
causes with the requirements for human freedom and the existence of chance events. Aquinas
argued that God could not be the direct cause of every action in the world — otherwise, chance
and human freedom would be impossible.”> Furthermore, Aristotle’s teleological view of
causation allowed natural objects to be oriented toward their proper ends without having to be
directly guided by the first cause. Even though the first cause is necessary to ground the
existence and motion of all subsequent causes, those subsequent causes —after being brought into
existence and action-- can be oriented toward their proper end without the direct causal
intervention of God (precisely as He created it to do).2¢

After synthesizing these concepts, Aquinas concluded that God (the First Cause) created
the natural world so that various objects could be oriented toward their proper ends without His

25 St. Thomas Aquinas Summa Theologica 1, Q. 22, Art. 2

26 See St. Thomas Aquinas 1963 Commentary on Aristotle’s Physics Trans. by Richard J. Blackwell, Richard Spath
& Edmund Thirlkel -- Books I —II. (New Haven: Yale University Press)
