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A

iktor Frankl in his book, Man’s Search

for Meaning, describes his horrifying
experiences in Nazi concentration camps. He
notes that although all the prisoners were in the
same atrocious circumstances, they all did not
react in the same way. Some prisoners Killed
themselves by walking into electrified fences;
others clung to life and even found joy despite
the atrocities occurring around them daily. Frankl
concludes that the meaning of life is found in
every moment of living; life never ceases to have
meaning, even in suffering and death.

rig

Dr. Rengith Chakkummoottil
St. Ephrem’s Theological College, Satna

The last four weeks of the liturgical year
belong to the Seasons of Dedication of the
Church. In this season, we remember Jesus
offering the Church, His spouse, to the Father
after the last judgement. At the end of the ages,
the Church, with her children, meets her
bridegroom in heavenly Jerusalem. It reminds
us and gives us hope of the eternal bliss to come.
Thus the liturgical year reminds us that the
Christians are called upon to attain the eternal
glory through the Church and we have to live in
this world in the hope and preparation for this
eternal glory.
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Karol Wojtyla was in the third grade
when his mother died; his elder brother, the only
sibling, died three years later; he discovered his
father dead on the floor in their apartment few
years later. He was an orphan at the age of
twenty. His troubles were not limited to the loss
of his whole family alone. The Nazis overran
his country, and he had to work hard in a stone
quarry for his sustenance. During the Nazi rule,
many of his friends were killed, some in the
concentration camps, others shot by the
Gestapo for the crime of studying for the
priesthood. He was once run down by a
German truck and nearly was severely injured.
At the age of sixty, a fanatic shot him in his own
courtyard, and he met death face to face. As
an old man, he suffered from debilitating
Parkinson’s disease that rendered him immobile,
distorted his physical appearance, and finally
took his ability to speak. Yes, St. Pope John
Paul 11 knew about human suffering. Yet, aswas
evident to all who saw him, he was a man of
exuberant joy. He experienced the mystery
of suffering and affliction, but he also
discovered the meaning of suffering.

He had found an ‘answer’ to the
mystery of pain.

St. Pope John Paul 11
explored this theme in his
Apostolic Letter Salvifici
Doloris (On the Christian
Meaning of Human Suffering).
Suffering is part of human
existence from birth until death,
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and every human person suffers in various ways:
physically, psychologically, socially, and
spiritually. Suffering in one form or another
accompanies each of us every day. It is an
inescapable feature of human existence. In
looking for an answer to the ‘mystery of pain’,
the Pope avoided reducing all suffering to a
single justification but looked at various aspects
and meanings of suffering. Reducing suffering
to a single solution does not do justice to its
complexities.

Sometimes suffering brings forth an
important good possible. If God eliminated that
suffering, the corresponding good also would
be eliminated. We could say that suffering is
present in order to unleash love in the human
person (SD 29). For example, the sufferings of
amother result in the good of her children.

Suffering can bring us closer to what is
good and can

21




i

draw us away from obstacles to achieving
happiness. Pain can prompt rehabilitation, a
turning from evil to embrace stronger
relationships with others and with God (SD 12).
“To suffer means to become particularly
susceptible, particularly open to the working of
the salvific powers of God, offered to humanity
in Christ. In him God has confirmed his desire
to act especially through suffering, which is
man’s weakness and emptying of self, and he
wishes to make his power known precisely in
this weakness and emptying of self” (SD 23).

Suffering is sometimes a means of
transformation. “Down through the centuries and
generations it has been seen that in suffering there
is concealed a particular power that draws a
person interiorly close to Christ, a special grace.
A result of such a conversion is not only that
the individual discovers the salvific meaning of
suffering but above all that he becomes a
completely new person. He discovers a new
dimension, as it were, of his entire life and
vocation” (SD 26).

Suffering can sometimes serve also as
punishment for wrongdoing, a just retribution
for personal sins. Often our sinful actions lead
directly to painful repercussions, for example,
drinking liquor leads to hangover, unreasonable
anger to injured relationships, laziness to lack
of achievement.

Christ strikes at the root of our sin and
suffering by overcoming evil with good. He
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saves us from the suffering by entering into it.
The physical pain endured by Christ is well
beyond what most of us have personally
experienced. What comes out of this great
suffering? The suffering of Christ redeems
suffering itself and opens up the possibility that
the sufferer can share in the redemptive work
of Christ (SD 19). The suffering of Christ leads
us to his glory; so, too, does the suffering of
Christians.

Christ’s approach to the meaning of pain
is not an intellectual answer to an academic
puzzle. Christ does not answer directly this
human questioning about the meaning of
suffering. Man hears Christ’s saving answer as
he himself gradually shares the sufferings. The
answer that comes through this sharing, by way
of the interior encounter with the Master, isin
itself something more than the mere abstract
answer to the question about the meaning of
suffering.

Sufferings are opportunities given to us
to participate in our future blessedness by
offering our present sufferings, in union with
Christ’s sufferings, to God in self-giving sacrifice.
Our suffering then takes on a whole different
dimension, transformed from the occasion of a
fist-shaking interrogation of God or cause for
doubting His goodness or existence into the
greatest opportunity to show Him complete
trust, without the least futility, knowing that it
will be repaid a hundred fold.
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