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The Weaver
My life is but a weaving
Between my Lord and me.
I cannot choose the colours;
He worketh steadily.
0 [times He weaveth sorrow,
And I in foolish pride
Forget He sees the upper,
And I the underside.
Not `al the loom is silent
and the shuttles cease to fly,
Shall God unroll the canvas
and explain the reason why.
The dark threads are as needful
In the Weaver's skilful hand,
As the threads of gold and silver
In the pattern He has planned.
(Poet unknown)
was happy to be able to offer his sufferings for
the sake of the Church.
Every person of faith understands the value of
praying for others. Perhaps fewer understand
that they can also offer their work, their family
life, their penances and especially their
suffering to God as a most powerful prayer for
others. This idea is expressed in the Morning
Offering, a traditional prayer of offering ourself
and our activity to God each morning, where
we tell Jesus that we offer him "our prayers,
works, joys and sufferings." When a person
is suffering very much, the awareness that
they can offer their suffering to help someone
else can give their suffering a greater sense
of purpose. Many people offer their sufferings
for the souls in Purgatory, for their loved ones
to return to the faith, for marriages to stay
together...
I was told some time ago about a retired
university professor living out his last years
in a Sydney nursing home, who felt very
sorry for himself and saw no purpose in his
continuing existence. But then he was visited
by some boys from a nearby boys' club who
asked if he would offer his suffering for their
work in leading their friends closer to God. The
professor brightened up and thereafter looked
forward to the boys' visits, asking them how
their work was going. He was happy to know
that somehow his sufferings were helping
others.
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6. Suffering benefits the
carers
Suffering also benefits those who care for
those who suffer, from both the human and
the spiritual points of view.
Those who spend their lives caring for the
disadvantaged, the sick, the elderly and the
dying will agree that they have grown humanly
in many ways through their work. Practically
everyone is called upon to look after a suffering
person from time to time, be it only to attend to
a sick person at home. One virtue which can
be sorely tested and thereby grow through
such work is that of patience. Compassion
is another quality that carers generally have
to a great degree and that grows through
their work. And what can one not say about
generosity, cheerfulness, kindness...?
At the same time, the suffering of a family
member is often the occasion for the other
members of the family to be more united with
each other, as they rally to help their loved
one. This increased family unity is itself a great
blessing.
As regards the spiritual aspects, perhaps one
of the chief benefits of caring for those who
suffer comes in the fact that carers have an
opportunity to love Jesus Christ himself. It was
he, after all, who said: "I was sick... and you
cared for me... Believe me, when you did it to
one of the least of my brethren here, you did
it to me.' (Mt 25:36, 40) Moreover, as Jesus
goes on to say, not only does the carer have an
opportunity to do something for Jesus himself,
he or she becomes deserving of eternal life
for doing so: "Come, you that have received
a blessing from my Father, take possession of
the kingdom which has been prepared for you
since the foundation of the world. For I was
hungry, and you gave me food, ... sick and
you cared for me..." (Mt 25:34, 36) It is truly
a blessing to be able to serve Jesus himself
and to merit heaven through our care for those
who suffer.
Blessed Mother Teresa of Calcutta was a
great believer in this reality. She told a group
of priests in Rome in October 1984:
"One day they brought a man from the
streets and half of his body was all eaten
up; worms were crawling all over his body,
and nobody could stand near him, the
odour was so great. So I went to clean him
and he looked at me, and then he asked:
Why do you do this? Everybody has given
me away. Why do you do this? Why do
you come near me?"I love you', I said. 'I
love you. You are Jesus in a distressing
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disguise. Jesus is sharing his passion with
you.' And he looked up at me and said,
'And you - you too, by doing what you are
doing, are sharing.' I said, 'No, I am sharing
the joy of loving with you. I love the Jesus
in you.' And this Hindu gentleman, so full
of suffering, what did he say? 'Glory be to
Jesus Christ.-

Conclusion
It is clear, from the perspective of Christian
faith, that even though suffering will always
remain a great mystery, in God's plan it does
have meaning and it can even bring about
much good, both for those who suffer and for
those who look after them.
While we are still on earth it will be impossible
to comprehend fully why we must suffer. But it
is so much easier to bear suffering if we see
it in the light of faith than if we have no faith
at all. Somehow, in the midst of the greatest
suffering, we know that God is with us, that he
loves us, that he understands, and that in his
wisdom he will bring good out of it.
The Catechism of the Catholic Church sums
it up:
"We firmly believe that God is master of the
world and of its history. But the ways of his
providence are often unknown to us. Only
at the end, when our partial knowledge
ceases, when we see God 'face to face',
will we fully know the ways by which - even
through the dramas of evil and sin - God
has guided his creation to that definitive
Sabbath rest for which he created heaven
and earth." (CCC 314; 1 Cor 13:12)
Fr John Flader, BA, DCL, is the Director of
the Catholic Adult Education Centre and the
Editor of INFORM.

Questions for discussion
1.Do you know anyone who has suffered great
adversity and whose character has been
formed and grown stronger through it?
2. What experience have you had in your own
life with suffering, which has helped you to
grow in some way?
3. What saints do you know who have suffered
greatly and have shown how to bear it well?
4. Can you think of anyone close to you who is
an inspiration to others in bearing suffering
with a Christian spirit?
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Does it hay
The mystery of suffering is one that has troubled humankind since imeArnmernorial. In this article Fr John Flader
shows how, in the light of Christian faith, suffering has meaning and in the end will lead to our greater good, even
though it will always remain a mystery.

here was God on Boxing Day 2004,
when over 300,000 men, women and
children were swept to their deaths
by a huge tsunami in South-East Asia? If God
exists, and he is all-good and all-powerful,
why does he allow suffering? Couldn't God
have created a world in which there was no
suffering? Why is it that we can't escape at
least some suffering in our life?

W

The question of suffering is one that has
troubled humankind since time immemorial.
It is a difficult question; indeed it is truly a
mystery. There is no completely satisfactory
answer to it. But at least our Christian faith
sheds considerable light on it. It shows us that
there can be and, indeed, there is meaning in
suffering.

In the beginning
In God's original plan for humankind, there
was no suffering. Our first parents, Adam and
Eve, and their descendants were to live a
life free from suffering, provided they did not
offend God by disobeying his will for them.
Adam was told he could eat the fruit of all the
trees in the garden, except of "the tree which
brings knowledge of good and evil", (Gen
2:17) and if he ate from that tree he would
be punished. We know the rest of the story.
Our first parents fell and suffering entered the
world.
What sort of suffering? Eve was told that from
then on childbearing was to involve pain, and
Adam was told that the very ground would
be under a curse so that it would yield thorns
and thistles, and only by the sweat of his brow
would he be able to earn his bread. Moreover,
as he had been made from dust, he would
return to dust; that is, he would die. (cf Gen
3:16-19) Thus, suffering and death entered
human existence as a direct consequence
of original sin. It was not God that brought
suffering, but man.
From that moment on, suffering has been
part and parcel of life on earth. All human
beings experience it in one way or another
and it takes many forms: physical suffering
such as sickness, tiredness, aches and pains,
heat, cold, hunger, thirst; and moral suffering
such as grief over the death of a loved one,
the suffering of another who is close to us,

marriage break-up, childlessness, loneliness,
remorse over one's misdeeds, unjust treatment
by others... The list goes on.
Even the innocent and the good suffer: little
children are badly injured in an accident, they
become chronically ill, they are abused and
even murdered. It is then that faith is sorely
tested and the great mystery of suffering is
seen in its most stark reality. But part of the
answer to the mystery of the suffering of the
innocent is given by the most innocent person
ever to have lived on earth, the one who at the
same time experienced the greatest suffering:
Jesus Christ. Jesus' cry from the Cross "My
God, my God, why have you forsaken me?"
(Mk 15:34; Ps 22:1) — expresses the anguish
and bewilderment of so many suffering people
down the ages.
In the midst of suffering we, like Jesus, can
only trust that God, who is all wise and truly a
Father, will somehow bring our suffering to a
good end, an end which we will perhaps only
come to understand when we see him face to
face in heaven.

The suffering of Jesus Christ
Jesus understood suffering. He lived on
earth for 33 years and, so to speak, entered
into the world of human suffering, "taking
suffering upon his very self", as Pope John
Paul II put it. (Apost. Lett. Salvitici doioris,
16) He experienced tiredness, hunger, thirst,
misunderstanding, the betrayal of Judas and
the defection of the other Apostles, the injustice
of his condemnation, and especially the agony
of his passion and death on the Cross. He truly
knew suffering. He experienced it in his own
flesh.
And he had compassion on those who suffered.
He healed the sick, consoled the afflicted, fed
the hungry, freed people from deafness, from
blindness, from leprosy, from the devil and he
even restored the dead to life.
Yet it must be understood that he did not
come to free the world from suffering in its
earthly dimension. Rather he came to free us
from eternal suffering by undergoing intense,
indescribable suffering himself, especially in
his passion and death. With his death, Jesus
attacked the cause of suffering, original sin,
in its root, atoning as the God-man, and thus

"In sacrificing himself for us all, Christ gave a new meaning to suffering,
opening up a new dimension, a new order: the order of love... All human
suffering, all pain, all infirmity contains within itself a promise of salvation;
... evil is present in the world partly so as to awaken our love, our self-gift in
generous and disinterested service to those visited by suffering."
Pope John Paul. II, Memory and Identity,
Weidenfeld and Nicotson 2005, pp. 189 ff,
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opening up for humankind the possibility of
a life free from suffering in heaven. In this
sense, we can say that Jesus redeemed even
suffering itself, giving it a new and positive
meaning.
And he did this moved by love. His very
presence on earth in order to die for us was
a manifestation of the love of the Father, who
"so loved the world that he gave his only Son,
so that everyone who believes in him may not
perish but may have eternal life.' (Jn 3:16)
And it was Jesus' love for us that led him to
the Cross: "No one has greater love than
this, to lay down one's life for one's friends."
(Jn 15:13) For this reason Pope John Paul
II writes: "Love is also the fullest source of
the answer to the question of the meaning of
suffering. This answer has been given by God
to man in the Cross of Jesus Christ." (Salvifici
doloris, 13)
Jesus introduces us to the meaning of suffering
when, in the Sermon on the Mount, he calls
those who suffer "blessed': "Blessed are
those who mourn; they shall be comforted...
Blessed are those who suffer persecution in
the cause of right; the kingdom of heaven is
theirs. Blessed are you, when men revile you,
and persecute you, and speak all manner of
evil against you falsely, because of me. Be
glad and light-hearted, for a rich reward awaits
you in heaven." (Mt 5:5, 10-12)
How can suffering, with all its pains, be such
that the Son of God can say of it: "Blessed are
those who suffer"? St Paul writes: 'We know
that in everything God works for good for those
who love him,' (Rom 8:28) and this applies to
suffering as well. Somehow, even suffering
can 'work for good', both in this life and in the
"rich reward" that awaits us in heaven. How
can this be?

1. Suffering strengthens
character
We all know people who have been through
more than their 'fair share" of suffering,
but who have emerged from it greatly
strengthened in character: migrants who
have left advantaged positions in their home
country to flee persecution and who have had
to start from scratch to rebuild their lives in a
new country where they did not even know the
language when they arrived; people who were
born with severe handicaps and have made
great contributions to society; people who
have been left paraplegic or quadriplegic as
the result of an accident and have accepted
the challenge and gone on to achieve great
things
The world is full of such people,
some well known and most known only by
their faMily and friends, whose lives are a real
inspiration to others. It was their very suffering
that strengthened their character, hardened

"Of course we must do all we can to alleviate
suffering and prevent the injustice that causes
the suffering of the innocent. However, we
must also do the utmost to ensure that people
can discover the meaning of suffering and are
thus able to accept their own suffering and to
unite it with the suffering of Christ."
Pope Benedict XVI, Address to Roman Curia,
22 December 2005

like steel in the fire, and enabled them to
achieve what they did. Without their suffering,
they would not be the persons they came to
be.
A letter to The Australian newspaper on the
2 June 1995 illustrates the point: "In 1959,
as a three-year old I became a grand mat
epileptic, having between 20-30 seizures per
day. The diagnosis my parents received was
that I would become more and more brain
damaged and eventually die... The epilepsy
was eventually controlled with heavy doses of
powerful medication. I did receive considerable
brain damage and it took the best part of
seven years before a semblance of normal
functioning was reached... I have often seen
my life as worthless and wished to die. Yet,
on mature reflection, as I approach 40, I am
glad that euthanasia did not exist. There is a
certain dignity in struggling against obstacles
and slowly but certainly overcoming them... I
have a soul and that soul is not strengthened
by instant gratification and the avoidance of
pain. It is made worthy by suffering borne well
and by living a difficult life with some dignity."
While we must do everything possible to
reduce suffering on earth, we can never forget
that suffering well borne can be a very powerful
influence in the development of character and
an expression of true human dignity.

2. Suffering helps us to be
more sympathetic towards
others who are suffering
People react to the suffering of others in
different ways. Some turn their heads and
quickly leave the scene, incapable of relating
to the person who is suffering, while others
immediately enter into a close relationship.
There can be no question but that those who
have been through suffering themselves find
it much easier to relate to the suffering of
others.
An acquaintance of mine, whose husband
died some years ago of a brain tumour after
four months in a hospice, told me that no
fewer than three of her friends had asked

if she was going to have her husband "put
away". "Hasn't he suffered enough already?"
they asked. The truth of the matter is that the
man was not really in pain and his wife was
happy to be able to visit him everyday. The
three friends, she said, were all young, in their
30s, and all wealthy. They didn't know what it
means to suffer and they fled from it, hiding
their own fear of suffering under the cloak of
a seemingly charitable desire to end someone
else's suffering.
When we have suffered ourselves, we find it
much easier to feel true compassion for others
who are suffering. The word compassion, after
all, comes from the Latin, meaning 'to suffer
with". We can then "suffer with the suffering",
in the words of a first-century Christian
document, the Didache.

3. Suffering helps to make
up for sins
As we have seen, suffering entered human life
as a punishment for the original sin of our first
parents. Thereafter, as is clear from Scripture,
we must make up to God and to the Church for
the harm caused by our personal sins. For this
reason we do penance after sinning, assisted
by the penance suggested in the Sacrament
of Reconciliation.
The penance or punishment that the sinner
must undergo on earth is traditionally called
temporal punishment to distinguish it from the
eternal punishment to be suffered in Hell if the
sinner dies unrepentant. The Catechism of the
Catholic Church explains it like this: "Every sin,
even venial, entails an unhealthy attachment
to creatures, which must be purified either
here on earth, or after death in the state
called Purgatory. This purification frees one
from what is called the 'temporal punishment'
of sin." (CCC 1472) Naturally, by the infinite
mercy of God and the death of Jesus Christ on
the Cross, this punishment is much less than
our sins deserve, but nonetheless we must still
make up in some measure.
There are many ways of doing this. All good
deeds, such as the reception of the sacraments,
acts of charity, work, prayer, and especially acts
which traditionally go by the name of penance,
such as fasting and abstaining from certain
foods, can help to bring about this purification,
as can indulgences granted by the Church.
The acceptance of suffering can also help. In
the words of the Catechism, 'While patiently
bearing sufferings and trials of all kinds and,
when the day comes, serenely facing death,
the Christian must strive to accept this
temporal punishment of sin as a grace." (CCC
1473) When received in this way, suffering can
purify the soul like a "Purgatory on earth" and
prepare it for a speedy entry into heaven.

4. Suffering unites the
sufferer with Jesus Christ
Jesus Christ, by sharing our human nature, is
close to all human beings but he is especially
close to those who suffer, as he was when on
earth before his Ascension. We can be sure
that he was with each of those persons who
lost their lives in the Boxing Day tsunami of
2004, as he is with all those who suffer and
die each day.
Indeed Jesus invited us to come close to him
through our suffering: "If anyone would come
after me, let him deny himself and take up his
cross daily and follow me." (Mt 16:24) And he
assures us that if we do this, the burden will
not be heavy: 'Come to me, all you who labour
and are burdened; I will give you rest... For
my yoke is easy, and my burden is light.' (Mt
11:28-30) Suffering will always be painful, but
it is much easier to bear when we know that it
brings us closer to Jesus.
St Paul gives us the witness of his own union
with Christ through suffering: "I have been
crucified with Christ; it is no longer I who live,
but Christ who lives in me." (Gal 2:20) Perhaps
it takes a certain level of faith to appreciate this
reality, but once grasped it is a source of great
comfort. An Australian mother of six, who
had an extraordinary faith, understood it well
when she wrote to Jesus in her diary in the
final stages of cancer: 'The pain in my chest
is crushing me. As the pain crushed You as
You struggled to breathe while you hung on
the Cross. You are in my pain. I am in Yours.
We are one — my God and I!"
This same thought moved St John Vianney,
the Cure of Ars, to write: "We complain when
we suffer. We have much more reason to
complain when we do not suffer, since nothing
so likens us to Our Lord as the bearing of his
Cross."
And it goes without saying that suffering
— one's own or that of others — is very often
the occasion when people begin to pray again
or to intensify their prayer for the suffering
person, and this prayer unites us with Jesus in
a very effective way.

5. Suffering can be offered
up for others
Just as Jesus offered his suffering on the Cross
to the Father as atonement for our sins, so we
can offer our own sufferings to God not only
for our own sins but for the benefit of others.
St Paul, for example, writes to the Colossians:
"I am now rejoicing in my sufferings for your
sake, and in my flesh I am completing what is
lacking in Christ's afflictions for the sake of his
body, that is, the Church." (Cot 1:24) St Paul
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