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Preface

[image: ]





Why did you pick up this book?

Maybe the title caught your eye and you have always wondered what the Church means when she talks about redemptive suffering.

Perhaps you are reading it because something is painful. Maybe it has been hurting for a long time, or maybe the pain is fresh and you are still trying to make sense of it. Maybe you are not in crisis yourself, but you have watched someone you love suffer and you did not know what to say or do.

Whatever cross you are carrying, this book is for you.

This is not a book that will tell you suffering is easy, or that faith makes it painless, or that God has a nice tidy explanation waiting for you if you only pray hard enough. None of that is true, and you probably already know it.

What this book will tell you is that your suffering is not wasted. The Catholic faith has something remarkable and largely forgotten to say about pain. Understanding the Catholic view of suffering will change not just how you endure it, but what it accomplishes.

A word about me

I write as a witness, not as an authority. I am a Catholic layman who has read widely, but I have read as an interested layman, not as a scholar with formal training in the Church’s intellectual tradition. Most of what I know about suffering, I did not learn in a classroom. I learned it in a hospital bed, the chemotherapy chair, in an adoration chapel, on a long drive home from a friend’s worst day, and in the slow accumulation of ordinary days that make up life.

The Church’s teaching on redemptive suffering is real, and I have done my best to represent it faithfully. If something in this book moves you, the credit belongs to the Catholic tradition that has been teaching this for two thousand years, and to the God who has been there for me. I am just the one passing the message along.

At the age of forty-eight I was diagnosed with cancer and spent the next several years fighting a disease that almost never hits that young.

During that fight, God led me into something that I was not expecting. I learned what it means to offer up suffering and unite it to Christ, to take pain that felt pointless and hand it over to God for someone else. What happened next convinced me, beyond any doubt, that God takes our offered pain and does something with it. The full story comes later in this book. 

When I began sharing this story, first in a short book titled Offer It Up, and later in talks to parish groups, I noticed a pattern. After every talk, people would line up to share their own stories of suffering with me. Many of their stories were absolutely heartbreaking. I realized that people were hungry to hear my message, so I decided to expand my talk into this book so that I could reach even more people.

A word about this book

This book is divided into four parts. The first asks a question most of us avoid, especially in a culture built around comfort: what do we do with our suffering? The second digs into what the Church teaches and what the saints, the popes, and Scripture say about suffering. The third talks about the emotional reality of being in the middle of it, when meaning is hard to find and God can feel very far away. And the fourth is how to live redemptive suffering in our ordinary daily lives.

My hope is that you will read the first three parts and understand why the fourth matters. As with most things, the practical is easier when you understand the theory.

Throughout this book I draw on many sources, especially Scripture, the saints, Church documents, and the writings of some remarkable popes. Pope St. John Paul II’s apostolic letter Salvifici Doloris remains one of the most comprehensive treatments of Christian suffering ever written. Pope St. John Paul II’s writing is theologically deep, but I will do my best to reference it in ways that are down-to-earth and relevant.

I also draw on my own story. Not because it is the most dramatic story of suffering you will ever read, but because it is mine, and because God used it to teach me things I could not have learned any other way. I share it to show you what God can do when we stop fighting our crosses and start offering them.

A word about who this book is for

I am Catholic, and I write as one. This book takes the teaching of the Catholic Church as true and builds on it. I want you to know that before we begin, so that nothing in these pages catches you off guard. Most of what this book is about belongs to every Christian. The cross is the cross. Christ suffered, died, and rose for all of us. The questions at the heart of this book are questions every Christian has faced, and the answers are yours as much as mine.

If you are Catholic, you will be at home here.

If you are not, you are welcome here too, and I mean that sincerely. 

There are places where I lean on things particular to my own tradition: the sacraments, the prayers of Mary and the saints, the offering of our suffering for the souls in purgatory. I am not going to spend much time explaining those beliefs, because this is a book about how to suffer well, not a book of doctrine. Where I draw on something distinctly Catholic, take what serves you and leave the rest. I suspect more of it will serve you than you expect.

One more thing

Whatever your suffering is, this book will not minimize what you are going through. It does not offer cheap comfort or easy answers. Redemptive suffering is not a magic formula that makes the pain disappear. It is something better than that. It is a way of making the pain mean something.

Pope St. John Paul II wrote that “suffering is present in the world in order to release love, in order to give birth to works of love towards neighbour, in order to transform the whole of human civilization into a ‘civilization of love’.”[1] That is what your suffering can do, and that is what this book is about.

Part One

The Weight We Carry

Chapter One
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Everyone
Carries Something
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You are carrying something.

I do not know what it is. I do not know if you picked up this book on a hard day or an ordinary one, in a hospital waiting room or a quiet living room after the kids finally went to bed. I do not know if your suffering is the kind that everyone around you can see, or the kind you have learned to hide so well that even the people closest to you would be surprised to hear you call it suffering at all. But I know it is there. Because everyone suffers.

Whatever suffering you are carrying, your pain is real. It is not a punishment, or evidence that God has stopped loving you or that He was never there to begin with. The fact that you hurt does not mean your faith is broken. Some of the holiest people who have ever lived have suffered the most.

Think of St. Thérèse of Lisieux, the French Carmelite who died at twenty-four of tuberculosis. Her final months were a nightmare of physical pain, and during it she also experienced a darkness of faith. She wrote that it was as if a wall had gone up between her soul and the idea of heaven, and she could no longer see past it. This is a woman now recognized as one of only thirty-eight Doctors of the Church,[2] and whose autobiography has brought millions of people closer to God. She suffered, and in her suffering, she became a saint.

The list of saints who suffered is almost the same as the list of saints itself. St. Paul in prison, St. Maximilian Kolbe in a starvation bunker at Auschwitz, St. John of the Cross in a dungeon, St. Padre Pio with the painful wounds of Christ in his hands and feet every day for fifty years. The Church has never pretended that holiness and suffering are enemies. Very often, they go hand in hand.

* * *
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I want to begin there because I have noticed something about the way many Catholics, and Christians of every kind, talk about suffering. We can be quick to skip past the part where it actually hurts. We tell each other the typical cliches.

Everything happens for a reason.

God has a plan.

This too shall pass.

We mean well when we say it, but the person on the receiving end of all that good intention is often left feeling like their pain has been tidied up and put away before anyone bothered to look at it.

This book is not going to do that. Before we get to the theology of redemptive suffering, before we get to what the Church teaches and what the saints have written and what you can do with the cross you are carrying, I want to spend a chapter acknowledging that the cross of suffering is heavy. Because it is. It doesn’t matter if you think others are suffering worse than you. Suffering cannot be compared. Your cross is heavy to you.

I am writing this as someone who has been in that group, not just about suffering as an abstraction. I am writing as someone whose own cross has taught him most of what he knows about it. There will be more about that later in this book. For now, it is enough to say that everything I am going to tell you, I have tested in my own life. The Church’s teaching works. However, it works on a different timeline than we want it to, and in a way that asks more of us than we expect.

* * *
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A strange kind of loneliness comes with suffering. Even when people around you are loving and supportive, even when your closest friends are calling and texting to check on you and taking time to hang out with you, even when the prayers are pouring in and the meals are showing up at your door, there is a part of the experience that nobody else can quite understand. Sometimes the worst part is not the suffering itself but the feeling that you are carrying it alone inside your own head, even though you are surrounded by people who love you, and even though you have strong faith.

Part of it is that pain is hard to describe. If I asked you to put your suffering into words, you would probably find it difficult to do. You can tell someone that you are tired, but you cannot fully communicate the complete exhaustion you feel. You can tell someone you are worried, but they do not really understand. Even the best listener in the world cannot climb inside your experience with you.

Part of it is the way suffering distorts time. When you are going through something hard, the world around you goes on at its normal pace, and you cannot understand how that is possible. You are sitting there with a diagnosis, or a broken marriage, or a child who has stopped speaking to you, or a grief so heavy you do not know how you are going to stand up without collapsing. The gap between the world you are living in and the world everyone else seems to be living in is vast, and crossing that gap, even to ask for help, feels like it is too much.

Part of it is what happens in the middle of the night. For many people, their suffering is worse then. The distractions of the day are gone and the house is quiet. It is too late to call anyone. You cannot get up and do something productive to take your mind off it. You are alone with the thing you have been putting out of your mind all day, and your mind is racing. What if this never gets better? What if I cannot do this? What if God is not listening? What if I am losing my faith?

And part of it, for many people, is the quiet fear of becoming a burden. You do not want to be the person who always has a new piece of bad news. You do not want the people you love to feel obligated to check on you, or to tiptoe around you, or to dread your phone calls. So you start editing and give people the short version. You say you are doing okay when you are not. You smile at Mass and tell the person in the pew behind you that everything is fine, even when it isn’t.

I want you to know that this is normal. It does not mean your community has failed you or that you are doing suffering wrong. It is simply part of what suffering is.

But I also want you to know something else. You are not as alone as you might feel. Not because the people around you can fully understand your pain, although some of them are trying harder than you realize. You are not alone because suffering is the most universal experience there is. Every person who has ever lived has carried something. Every saint and every sinner. Every person you admire and every person you envy. The wealthy and the poor, the famous and the forgotten, the people whose lives look perfect on social media and the people whose lives are obviously falling apart. All of us. Some of us suffer more severely than others, and some more publicly than others. But we all suffer.

* * *
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Scripture does not tiptoe around this. The book of Job, which is one of the oldest books of the Bible, is essentially a long meditation on the question of why good people suffer. The Psalms are full of cries of anguish, complaints to God, and demands to know why He seems so far away. “Why do you stand afar off, O Lord? Why do you hide yourself in times of trouble?”[3] In the First Book of Kings, Elijah felt so much despair he sits down under a tree and asks God to let him die.[4]

Then there is Jesus Himself. The Son of God could have come into the world any way He wanted, but chose to come as a child. He chose to live a life that included exhaustion and hunger and rejection and grief. If anyone had a right to skip the part where it hurts, it was Him.

* * *
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Your suffering is not pointless, though.

I am not saying that everything will work out, or that someday you will look back on this and be glad it happened, or that there is a silver lining if you look hard enough. Maybe those things are true and maybe they are not. What I can tell you is that in the Catholic understanding, suffering that feels meaningless can be given meaning. A cross that feels like a heavy burden can become a means of grace. Not because the pain stops being painful, but because of what we can do with that pain.

St. Paul wrote to the Romans:


I consider that the sufferings of this present time are not worth comparing with the glory that is to be revealed to us.

Romans 8:18



He is not saying the sufferings are nothing. He is not telling the Romans, or us, to grit our teeth and pretend it does not hurt. He is saying that whatever we are going through, no matter how hard it is, will one day be surpassed by something so much greater that the comparison itself will seem strange. He is asking us to keep the long view in mind even when the short view is painful. That is not denial. That is hope.

Hope, in the Catholic sense, is not the same thing as optimism. Optimism is a feeling, but hope is a virtue. A virtue is a spiritual habit, a part of who we are, and unlike a feeling it does not come and go. Optimism says things will probably get better. Hope says that even if things do not get better in this life, there is something bigger. We know how the story ends, and the ending is so good that the suffering in the middle, however terrible it might be, becomes part of something beautiful.

Redemptive suffering is the truth that Christ’s pain saved the world, and that our pain can be united to His pain. To redeem something is to buy it back at a price. On the cross, Christ bought us back from sin and death, and the price was His own suffering. We are invited to participate in His saving work by what we do with our own crosses. It is a beautiful and often overlooked teaching of Christianity, and it has the power to change the way you see everything you are going through.

You are a human being in a fallen world, carrying a cross, and the God who made you knows exactly what that feels like. He has carried one Himself. He is not standing at a distance watching you struggle. He is closer than you realize, and He has plans for what you are going through that you cannot see yet. You only need to be willing to unite your suffering with His.

Chapter Two
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Made for More Than This
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A few years ago, I did a ninety-day spiritual exercise called Exodus 90. If you are not familiar with it, Exodus 90 is a program for Catholic men that combines ancient practices of prayer and fasting with modern disciplines and sacrifices. Among other things, it includes ninety days of fasting twice per week, no snacks, no alcohol, no sweets, no television, and a commitment to an hour of prayer daily.

For most men who do it, it is one of the hardest things they have ever done. It is also life changing. Exodus men learn to pray better than they ever had before, and they develop deep friendships with the other men in the group. They discover something else they often do not expect: they can do hard things. They can deny themselves worldly pleasures and not only survive but come out stronger.

But the Exodus 90 discipline that people always ask about is the cold showers.

Of all the disciplines in the program, cold showers are the one that gets the most attention, generates the most complaints, and turns the most men away from even attempting it. That reaction itself says something about us. The cold showers are included in the program because they give us a chance to practice sacrifice and self-denial, and train us to be willing to choose the harder path.

But hot showers are a recent invention. Throughout thousands of years of human history, we have had hot showers in nearly every home for barely one hundred years. Yet today, the mere suggestion of taking a cold shower strikes most people as crazy.

Or think about air conditioning. The first residential air conditioner was not installed until 1914, and it was not until the 1950s that it even started to become common in American homes. Many of our parents and grandparents grew up without it. They slept through the July and August heat, and they survived. Now, when the air conditioning breaks in the summer we treat it like an emergency and pay extra for same-day repair appointments.

We live in what might be the most comfortable era in human history. We have become so accustomed to comfort that even mild discomfort feels like a crisis. We have lost the basic human capacity to endure things that are hard. And that has consequences far beyond physical comfort.

Think about what our culture teaches us about suffering. If you are in physical pain, take a pill; if you are in emotional pain, find a distraction; if the marriage is hard, leave it; if the job is unfulfilling, quit; if the commitment is inconvenient, break it; if the pregnancy is unplanned, end it. The message is that discomfort is the enemy and the goal of life is to eliminate it.

One of the lies that comfort culture has sold us is that suffering is something to fix rather than a reality to be lived. We live in a time and a place where almost any discomfort can be medicated, distracted, scrolled past, or numbed. We have more tools for avoiding pain than any generation in human history, and on most days that is a blessing. Whether it is modern medicine, air conditioning, electricity, or running water, so many of our comforts today are the product of the intellect that God gave us and He expects us to use them. When we are grateful for those modern conveniences, we can even use that gratitude as praise for Him.

Of course, we should treat pain when we can. We should leave certain situations if we need to. We should not accept suffering merely for the sake of suffering. But there is a vast difference between addressing problems and building an entire way of life around the idea that nothing in life should ever be hard.

Consider what that does to us over time. A person who has never had to deal with a moment of boredom has no practice dealing with a moment of pain, no patience for waiting on God, and no framework for understanding suffering as anything other than a catastrophe. They have no muscles for it. They have not used those muscles in so long that they have forgotten they had them.

The problem is not that we enjoy our comforts. Comfort is a gift from God, and enjoying those gifts is part of what it means to be human. The problem is that we have started to treat comfort as a right, and any interruption to our comfort as an injustice. Comfort as a gift makes us grateful. Comfort as an entitlement makes us fragile.

A line attributed to Pope Benedict XVI puts it this way:


The world offers you comfort. But you were not made for comfort. You were made for greatness.



A life organized around the avoidance of pain is a life organized around the wrong thing. You cannot build greatness by always choosing the easier path. You cannot build holiness by always choosing what feels good in the moment. And you certainly cannot build a life of love, which is the central vocation of every Christian, if you are never willing to suffer for anyone.

What does it mean to say that we were made for greatness? Pope Benedict was not talking about fame, money, or career success. He was talking about the greatness that comes from living a life ordered toward God, toward love, and toward sacrifice, and the kind of person you become when you are willing to do hard things for the right reasons.

In his encyclical Spe Salvi (“Saved in Hope”), Pope Benedict wrote:


We can try to limit suffering, to fight against it, but we cannot eliminate it. It is when we attempt to avoid suffering by withdrawing from anything that might involve hurt, when we try to spare ourselves the effort and pain of pursuing truth, love, and goodness, that we drift into a life of emptiness, in which there may be almost no pain, but the dark sensation of
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