Suffering and Salvation

As you open the Monastery’s front doors and enter our small gift section, before turning to the left to enter the Chapel, you first encounter the life size image of our crucified Lord Jesus.  He is covered with blood, and his head is bowed in death. A crown of real thorns encircles his brow, and the silent message is awesome and heart moving. The symbol of the crucifix is a vital image employed by the Catholic Church to speak in silence of the primary doctrine of the saving sacrifice of our Redeemer. In fact, in the recent publication of the General Instructions on the Liturgy it is restated that churches must have a crucifix on or near the altar of sacrifice. The very heart of our worship, the Mass, is referred to as the holy Sacrifice, and the crucifix is a major symbol used to direct the human heart to this clear and powerful message.  

It is a natural instinct for people to shrink away from pain and suffering.  Even the tiniest developing babes in the womb shrink from any discomfort or pain.  Young parents are in deep distress when their babies cry while teething or going through other pain as their bodies develop. Why is it that human beings find suffering and pain repulsive?  It is because our loving God created us in his own image, and God is not only all holiness but all goodness, all beauty, all health and—in short—all in all. Only when we disobeyed and broke that union with our loving Creator, as we read in the third chapter of Genesis, do shame, suffering, pain, dissension and even death enter in to the human condition.  Yet we all know that no one is exempt from pain and death.

The Holy Spirit has inspired and enlightened the medical profession and the sciences to discover new ways of alleviating pain and bringing about the healing from certain maladies that in the past were considered incurable. This truly is a work of God, one that we should give thanks for even as we pray for the continual enlightenment of the Holy Spirit to help researchers discover new and more effective ways to help all of us. In the midst of our modern scientific world there is a grave danger, however, to move beyond the desire to eliminate suffering and to begin to think that suffering itself has no value whatsoever. In many ways this is the beginning of embracing what Pope John Paul II called “the culture of death"; in very simple terms this means that we would rather eliminate another’s life or end our own life than enter upon a life of suffering or of infirmity.

Yet when we look at the crucified Lord we are sharply reminded that suffering is indeed meritorious, and in fact for the disciple of the Lord Jesus it is a necessary part of all our holy vocation. The words of the Lord Jesus are very clear in Scripture, "If you wish to be my disciple you must deny yourself, take up your cross daily and follow me." It would be unhealthy indeed if one desired only suffering and never looked to the Lord for healing. Quite the opposite is true, for the gospels are filled with the miracles of healing, and we find that the healing of mind, body and soul are key to the New Testament. The saints have always followed this example, and our holy Father St. Augustine very frequently turned to the Lord Jesus as the doctor or Divine Physician.  

We must also strive to grow in the theological virtues of faith, hope and charity.  Both faith and hope must fill the disciple’s heart when asking and praying for healing.  A true friend of God always anticipates the powerful intervention of the Lord’s healing, and in the last forty years the Charismatic spiritual movement in the Church has renewed the disciple’s heart to look for and expect the power of healing in our broken bodies, minds and spirits. The ministry of healing is not only vital to the life of the Church but is an essential component of her mission.  The proclamation of the gospel announcing that “the kingdom of God is at hand” is, in fact, the spreading of the good news of our healing through Jesus Christ.   

That all being said, we must also embrace the graces given to us by the Lord to pick up our cross and follow in the footsteps of our divine Teacher and master.  He is the potter, (see Jeremiah18: v.6), and we are His clay.  Like children we must trust His divine will totally and completely. Suffering, pain and death were not created by God, but in His divine wisdom, and indeed His love, he has permitted them to be instruments of renewing our lives and, through Jesus Christ, they have become the door to our salvation. The cross marks the beginning and the end of our spiritual journey, for our foreheads are signed with his cross at the moment we enter, through baptism, into the solemn act of becoming a disciple of the Lord, and the last gesture made over our mortal remains likewise is the sign of his cross. There is no avoidance of embracing our own crosses each day and with the grace of God following our Master’s footsteps.  Christ Jesus is the only true and perfect victim, and it is only His precious blood that redeems the world, but as his mystical body, we too are called to unite our own personal sufferings, of whatever kind, with his perfect one for our own salvation and purification, for the salvation of the whole world, and for the remission of all sin. 

As our teacher, our Lord Jesus not only instructs us about embracing the suffering of one’s own cross, but as a true teacher he shows us by his own example how to suffer and how to turn our pain into the path of salvation. In a recent homily the well known Franciscan Friar, priest, psychologist and retreat master, Father Benedict Groescchel, C.F.R.,  said, 

If you look at the religions of the world, there are unique qualities about each of them, that were founded by sincere people, far away from Christianity, and perhaps with the inspiration of the Holy Spirit in those cultures: Buddhism, for instance. And in those religions, God never suffers. In the Jewish religion, from which we come, God gets mad. He gets annoyed. He also gets happy; he rejoices when things are going well. But in Christianity, God suffers. An incredible, impossible thought. The absolute, infinite, divine being, eternal, unchangeable... That he could weep: This is the mystery of the Incarnation. Christ comes and weeps with us. He suffers with us. We have the unthinkable reality of a God who dies. Incomprehensible. Theologically, we have explanations through the Councils of how it could happen, but it's a mystery of mysteries. 

In the past year the Lord Jesus has profoundly touched our Monastery with the sudden illnesses and deaths of two of our dear friends and Associates, Aires Manuel Gomes, May 24, 2008, and Berta Maria Schmidt, January 12, 2009.  These two disciples of the Lord Jesus were invited by Him to participate intimately with His passion before the Lord called them to Himself. Their close friendship, not only with the monks, but with others who come to our Monastery, has made us all reflect and ponder on the dignity and meaning of suffering and of our mortality. Both Aires and Berta attended Mass in our chapel the day they suddenly became seriously ill.  From our Altar of Sacrifice they left the doors of the Monastery to mount their own personal Calvary. They have called all of us to consider the meaning of suffering, its purpose in our own salvation and the salvation of the world, the importance of truly learning from the Master what it means to take up our cross daily and follow Him. It has awakened us to the dignity of each person and to the necessity for our health providers and facilities to minister to each person, no matter what their physical and mental capacity is, as a true child of God. We have been challenged to not take the easy way out as the world urges us to do, with its “culture of death”, but to whole-heartedly embrace the Lord’s teaching, and that of His Church, the “culture of life.”  

May this holy season of Lent, that leads all of us to the cross of Christ, and the upcoming feast of Easter, that renews our hope, help us all to be better students and disciples of our Lord Jesus, the crucified and risen Lord.  Amen. 

May the Mother of God, Mary Mother of the Good Shepherd, lead you to her Divine Son, and may our Holy Father St. Augustine assist you on your journey of faith. 

