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A TI OU Al ) CR JC FIXIONS

The 1t iteria st subversion of the chur¢ ?

1. Suffering and meaninglessness

Jesus said: ‘anyone who does not take his cross and follow1 :is
not worthy of me. Whoever finds his life will lose it, and
whoever loses his life for my sake will find it’ (Matthew 10:38-
39).

In one short sentence Jesus presents a personal challenge that focuses
not on the blessings but upon the hardship of the disciplined life, and
also provides a critique of human social power structures. Few
advertisements for products or services in the 21* century would be
expressed in such terms, for they would attract no purchasers.' The
church in postmodern western culture thus offers a product that is n

obviously desirable, because it does not — or should not — imply th

faith in Christ leads to success, happiness and freedom from pain: ar

certainly not right now for each individual, on which imperative our
whole consumer culture is precariously erected.” What the fai does

' We could also quote the beatitudes, in which the ‘blessed’ include the

poor, weak, bereaved, persecuted etc. Croatian theologian, Miroslav
Volf, remarks powerfully that ‘... there is no genuinely Chris 1 way
around the scandal [of the cross]. In the final analysis, the or., available
options are either to reject the cross and with it the core of the Christian
faith or to take up one’s cross, follow the Crucified — and be
scandalized ever anew by the challenge’. (Miroslav Volf, Exclusion and
embrace, p 26).

I use the term ‘modern’ to mean a commitment to a metanarrative, or
master story, told with scientific rigour and a utopian hope;
‘postmodern’ means a loss of confidence in such a master story and
hope, and its replacement by individual, relative stories.
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offer, however, is a framework of meaning for all life’s experiences,
good and bad, and the importance is fact cannot be overestimated.

It is difficult, if not impossible. 1s to live without meaning. The
psychiatrist, Viktor Frankl, who survived the Holocaust in the death
camps, observed that it was not suffering that destroyed a person, but
suffering without meaning.? Frankl’s response was to encourage people
to adopt a fundamental change in their attitudes towards life, such that
they perceived value in the circumstances with which they were faced:
“When a man finds that it is his destiny to suffer, he will have to accept
his suffering as his task: his single and unique task... His unique
opportunity lies in the way in which he bears his burden’.* Frankl’s
devel ed technique of ‘logotherapy’ contains the concept of ultimate
meaning, but deliberately he did not identify the nature of this meaning

that patients of all religious persuasions and none could benefit.
However, if we follow Christ, we have not only a meaning, a felos, but
a particular example and a pattern in Jesus of Nazareth—uvitally, a story
that we are invited to make our own.’

I have often heard people discuss disability, dementia and terminal
illness in terms of ‘meaningless’ suffering, which doubtless describes
how that suffering appears to them. Usually ‘meaningless’ indicates that
there is no apparent cause for or useful outcome from the suffering,
whi~h view is arguably predicated upon a utilitarian approach to life. I
waue to argue that if we take the words of Jesus seriously then no
suffering falls into that category of meaninglessness, because it all finds
meaning in understanding the truth about the fullness of life which we

Individualism is the commitment to the autonomous, rational
subject; materialism is the (dualistic) explanation of things in terms
of matter, not spirit.

Discussed in Viktor E. Frankl, Man’s search for meaning, passim.
Frankl, ibid, p 99. The book contains an autobiographical section
based upon his camp experiences, followed by a discussion of the
therapeutic method Frankl developed after WW2, known as
logotherapy.

Narrative both places the events of our lives into a broader, historical
dimension, and supplies direction and significance — we use narrative
in ‘... attempting to construct ourselves as significant characters
within what we regard as meaningful life stories’ (see Mark Johnson,
Moral imagination, p 165).






6 THE Wi TLEY LECTURE 2009

as an example the way in which dis y is currently perceived and
ow that perception can be tre form ind this is already happening
in some places, but maybe not where we mi; ink). However, this is

no single-issue minority argument. Every one of us faces the
inevitability of a degree of disability as we get older, as well as the
possibility of disability at any age 1 ough accident or degenerative
illness. Furthermore, with the rapid expansion of medical diagnostics,
particularly in genetics, more and more of us will be diagnosed as
disabled in some sense as time goes on. But, even more significantly
than 1, Jesus demonstrates to us  at the gospel runs on a different
economic system, one in which the weak and foolish put the strong and
the wise to shame. The anawim learn quickly in life that they are not the
ones in control; but their stories, if we can hear them, show us
prc etically that suffering is not the enemy but the way to fullness of
life. Dissenters, sharing this marginal and possibly prophetic status, are
naturally disposed to understand the v :es of the anawim.

What, then, does it mean to take up the cross and follow Christ? As
a parent of a disabled child I have often been told by genuinely well
intentione  seople that we all have ¢ crosses to bear in life. [ admit
that I have not found this either pastorally or practically helpful; neither
am I persuaded by its imp it indivi sm, a theme to which I shall
return later. When someone mentions beari  a cross to me and I think
about my beautiful (though undoubtedly multiply disabled) child, I want
to ask questions like: what kind of cross? Can the life of a person made
in God’s image really be a cross? Whose cross is it anyway? In framing
these questions I am not trying to say, perversely, that disability is good,
or that it does not make a difference, or that I have never longed for her
to be otherwise.’

We are understandably reluctant to ‘take up the cross’, for perhaps
two reasons: first, it hurts; secondly, it seems presumptive, for the cross
was surely the unique work of Christ. So how should we view
disability? The theologian, Stanley Hauerwas, has written extensively
and sensitively on the ethics of medicine and disability and warns

® Taylor remarks that a ‘difference-blind’ society is in fact

inhuman because it forces people i ) a false homogeneity,
ibid, p 43.
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readers, in Suffering presence, agains isinterpreting the e ric
suffering. He notes that the ossibility of ‘pointless’ suffering is
terrifying, such that we are tempted to look for sometimes inappr
explanations in t¢ 1s of punishment for sin. Hauerwas believes t
pattern of the cross prov. s a cosmic framework within wt
interpret suffering, but he cautions that identifying al/ human su
with the cross ‘has often p verted the Christian faith. Not only does it

encourage some unwisely to accept avoidable suffering, b a
theological point of view it makes us think all our suffering to
Christ’s’.'° At this point Hauerwas quotes Mennonitc J. | s
view, in The politics of Jesus, that only innocent suffering at ds

of evil people is meaningful before God." Is he right?

Interestingly, Hauerwas later revised his view in the light of e
comments of a reader v o insisted that she had faced her va d
experiences of suffering only by understanding them as a share in the
cross of Christ.”” Sometimes no other form of witness or ministry is left
to us except to bear our suffering as Christ did, with patience and hope:
we cannot be active or productive in our discipleship, but this witness
we can give. Furthermore, the imitation of Christ to which we are called
is the imitation of the whole of Christ’s life, work and death (not just the
victorious elements); and, I would emphasise, by the whole church (not
by the individual alone, but more of this later). In his book, The real
Jesus, Luke Timothy Johnson discusses the pattern of discipleship as
the imitation of the Christ who lived, died and was resurrected:
‘Discipleship does not consist in a countercultural critique of society.
Discipleship does not consist in working overwhelming miracles.” ese
elements of the Jesus tradition are not made normative in the way that
the pattern of obedient suffering and loving service is’ [my italics]."”

Stanley Hauerwas, Suffering presence, p32.

1 J.H. Yoder, The politics of Jesus, p 132.

Stanley Hauerwas, God, medicine and suffering, pp 86-89.
13 Timothy Luke Johnson, The real Jesus, p166.
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Similarly, James Alison' notes that the New Testament was written
by people who had been transformed by the experience of the crucified
and risen Christ, who still bears his scars; the dead and risen Lord,v o
retains the experience of his death in his new life. Suffering in the
cosr  paradigm is more than a nasty temporary episode: it has eternal
significance in terms of the Lamb slain from the foundation of the world
(Revelation 13:8). Amos Yong," whose brother has Down’s Syndrome,
discusses the eschaton as transformative of the present: sin is forgiven,
not erased; Christ is raised but not ‘undead’; so we ¢ . perhaps believe
that disabilities are transformed, not eliminated, and that in this new
community it will be all right. This idea is especially important for
genetic disabilities that are ‘part of” the person in every way, rather than
physically ‘bolted on’ through accident or disease in later life.

Ish say more about the purpose and the interpretation of suffering
later: for now let me emphasise that I do not mean that suffering is good
in itself, or that we should seek out suffering in some form of religious
masochism. There is a strange liberty, however, in choosing to embrace
s fering, which robs it of its negative and imposed power; this choice
is the difference between meaningful and meaningless suffering and has
to do with ultimate meaning or telos.

Jesus of Nazareth was, of course, hideously murdered by crucifixion,
but the reason that he was so murdered was because his life and
teaching were perceived to be politically subversive and destabilising
in first-century Palestine, both by Jews and by Romans with vested
interests in maintaining the status quo. Jesus deliberately told the story
of the Kingdom from the margins, alongside the anawim, with its
cons¢ ient embrace of suffering. For the purposes of this lecture I want
to work with the generic liberationist sense of crucifixion as the
experience of not being heard, or of having one’s story suppressed or
subverted. I do not want to suggest that this is a sole or sufficient way

Y James Alison, Knowing Jesus, passim. Alison speaks of Jesus
having ‘the intelligence of the victim® because ‘It is the
slaughtered one who is made alive, given back in the
resurrection. It is not as though the resurrection cured him of

eing slaughtered... [it] gives him back as ¢ slaughtered one’
(p 21).
¥ Amos Yong, Theology and Down Syndrome, pp 269-291.






10 HE Wt 'LEY LEC" RE 2009

physical, psychologic and social components because it recognises
that a person is not just a mechanical body w:  physical symptoms, but
a conscious and responsive being existing within a complex network of
relationships and circumstances, v ich all contribute to a sense of
wellbeing or otherwise. In other words, a person exists within a story.
Every hospice doctor, nurse, or chaplain cot | tell us of cases where
massive doses of pain relief were unsuccessful, but the subsequent
resolution of a family dispute, or the preparation of a will to de  with
material practicalities after death, has brou  peace to dying persons.
Suffe 1gindisputably has asignifica1 jsychological component. Jesus
on the cross endured terrible physical pain, but this was intensified and
arguably exceeded vy the experience of abandonment both by his
human friends and by God the Father. So, one dimension of suffering
can be isolation. When a person’s story is ignored or silenced, his or

or sense of self-worth is diminished and the cycle of suffering is
intensified. Disabled persons are often excluded from the mainstream
of social interaction ¢ 1 it is important for the able to realise what is
happening to such persons when this happens.

Secondly, suffering can be rsed from without as we as
undergone within. Niebuhr describes suffering as the experience of
submission and endurance, of being out of ¢ irol, such that a sufferer
is a victim." There is a debate within = disabled community about the
disability that is imposed by the able-bodied majority as distinct from
the disability that has to be accepted as intrinsic physical, mental or
sensory impairment. Examples of imposed disability might be
inadequate building access or sound systems; assumptions about height,
mobility or intelligence; or general infrastructural planning that is
designed for those who can walk, hear and see without consultation
with those who cannot. At the time of writing there is a news debate
about open-plan city centres, intended to be safer for pedestrians but for
blind people becoming a featureless desert in which one cannot find
one’s bearings, because the open space is devoid of objects that can be
detected with a cane. This well intentioned development has actually
exacerbated the exclusion of blind people.

1% Richard Niebuhr, The responsible self, p 60.
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person’s integrity, it is diffict  to expose because of our corporate
collusion with stereotypes of the oth  Geoffrey Lay, an Anglican priest
whose disabled child died aged 5 months and who in mid-life lost his
own eyesight from a genetic disorder, speaks powerfully of disabled
people becoming ‘compassion fodder’ in churches, and the
‘professional’ rather than relational nature of the caring that can
develop. He writes, ‘So often, disabled people in the Church are
regarded as fodder for the caring opportunities of those who believe
the selves both better able to care and less needful of being cared
for’.** Baptist Faith Bowers, a founder member of BUILD,? has written
from her own experience of the well-meant but painful remarks made
to parents of disabled children: ‘they’ ( =@ children) are ‘angels
unawares’ or ‘special blessings’, and their parents are sometimes
stereotyped as ‘models of perseverance and faith’.?® In fact, they have
no choice but to persevere because social provision is pitifully
inadequate, and the projection of a saintly, sacrificial image colludes
with that injustice while disguising that family’s need for practical
support from the church. Equally unhelpful is the high profile given to
disabled ‘heroes’ such as Stephen 1 wking, Christopher Reeve, and
possibly (in church circles) Joni Erickson-Tada, who are generally
perceived as courageous ‘overcomers’. The undoubtedly impressive
achievements of these individuals are simply not possible for everyone,
especially the materially poor or socially disadvantaged, and our
admiration may simply reflect our desire to capitulate to the norms of
a material consumerist society and duck the radical nature of the gospel
challenge. As Frances Young® says, ‘The prevailing philosophy is

29 2

“normalisation”,” which is not always appropriate, sensitive, or just.

24

Geoffrey Lay, Seeking signs and missing wonders, p 115.
BUILD is the Baptist Union Initiative with people with
Learning Disability, founded 25 years ago as a special interest
group, and which has become a significant resource for
Baptists and other Christian denominations in Britain and
beyond.

¢ Faith Bowers, Who sinned?, pp 12-13.

7 Frances Young, Face to face, p 174.

25
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True inclusion does n mean tl 1e incoming person tries to be
normal: it means that the commur 1anges to become inclusive.”

Thirdly, suffering never takes places acontextually. Itis alv ;-
suffering of this person or these people in this setting. Comm  * we
adjure one another tc that there is always someone worse off than
ourselves. Were it pc to absolutise such a claim, we might agree:
but in fact one person’s trivia is another person’s agony. Hauerwas is
surely correct when he says tag eric concept of suffering does not
really exist: it is: wvay: art of someone’s story.” The very fact that it
is so means that we have to interpret suffering as part of the hear g of
that person’s story: and the act of interpretation begins to locate
story within a metanarrative, because we cannot see ‘the view from
nowhere’ — ie. we are necessarily committed to a contextualised
position.*

This mechanism ap es equally to the gospel story, which is also
contextual. Luke Johnson remarks that to dissect the gospels, = to
separate them from the other New Testament writings, is to lose the
pattern and meaning of that ea est experience as perceived (and, of
course, interpreted) by the NT writers.’’ This process is the one that
inevitably leads to meaning and so the question is whether me ingless
suffering can exist at all; a1 if it does, can we get at it? The universal
conviction that meaningless suffering is terrifying means that rather
than submit to this fear we will always look for a ‘why?’, which may
lead to the causal link of suffering with sin and punishment that fits so

28 See Donald Senior, ‘Beware the Canaanite woman’ in Marilyn

Bishop (ed), Religion and disability.

Hauerwas, Suffering presence, p 28.

3 This insight derives from relativity theory, that the ‘observer’
of an experiment is never objectively independent of that
experiment. See, for example, Thomas Nagel, The view from
nowhere: ‘This book is about a single problem: how to
combine the perspective of a particular person inside the
world with an objective view of that same world, the person
and his viewpoint included’, p 3; or Richard Niebuhr, The
meaning of revelation: ‘... all knowledge is conditioned by the
standpoint of the knower... ”, p 7.

31 Luke Timothy Johnson, The real Jesus, p 151.

29
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neatly into our materialist culture. This  k incidentally lends enormous
power to medical profession. :, who have become the new order of
priests, able to deal with this problem of pain: when healing occurs, we
consider ourselves absolved, and can postpone once again our need to
confront the nature of a reality that includes pain. This connection of sin
and suffering is a frequent theme 1 the Bible, but arguably Jesus never
concurs with it.** Suffering is philosophically unavoidable, since we
must set limits to our behaviour for the good of all. The pattern of the
gospel is that through suffering we understand meaning in terms of our
commitment to others.

3. Persons and stories

We have talked about the valuing of persons and so it is important to
think about what a person is. There are myriad ways of discussing
personhood, and I am choosing to base my thoughts on the dialogical
approach developed by Alistair McFadyen,*® which in turn draws upon
the work of Martin Buber anc .om Harré.

I :Fadyen was a mental health professional prior to his theological
career, and this experience formed his theology. He observed that
cultural understandings of the ‘person’ shaped the type of care given to
patients. In particular, he identified the dangers inherent in the extremes
of overly individual and overly collective interpretations of the person,
and sought a third way, adopting a view based upon relational

32 In the Old Testament suffering is frequently interpreted as a
punishment: see, for example, the story of Noah, the
afflictions of Pharaoh; the story of Job; the exclusions of
Leviticus. In the NT the most obvious passages are the story
of the man born blind in John 9, in which Jesus explicitly
refutes the connection; and the man lowered through the roof
in Mark 2 (Matthew 9, Luke 5), in which Jesus publicly
forgives the sick man’s sins. Some interpreters link sickness
and sin in this latter passage but a more convincing
hermeneutic in context is the ongoing theme of the non-
r=cognition of Christ by the Jewish leaders.

listair I. McFadyen, The call to personhood.

33
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ourselves consistently within the community.®® McFadyen says:
‘Persons... are structures of re  onse sedimented from past relations in
which they have been addressed, have been responded to and have
communicated themselves in particular forms. 1e image [of God]
exists in its fullness where undistorted, dialogical address meets a
formally reciprocal response; where the invitation to dialogue is
accepted’.”’

Now, and this is importa for the issue of disability, our dialogues
and expectations are rarely as they should be. The address of God is
always undistorted, but our dialogues with one another are prone to
distortion or sin. Distortion may be accidental (‘I have not understood
you’ or ‘I have not communicated clearly’), or deliberate (‘I have not
listened properly or spoken fairly’, or even, ‘be silent’). We ave no
control over the expectations of others or over their response to us; and
thus we can be denied full personhood status by these distortions.
Examples of distorted communications could include the
overcompensation of parents for a child, leading to immaturity; or one
marriage partner treating : other with agoression, leading to fear and
poor self-image; or simply the sense someone is less than
competent physically or mentally and thus is a net consumer of social
resources rather than a valuable producer. Social theorist Charles Taylor
says, ‘... we are all aware of how identity can be formed or malformed
through the course of our contact with significant others’.®

Once the disabled person understands him- or herself as socially
inferior, then that is the experience of self that is cyclically reinforced
by society. Geoffrey Lay comments: ‘It is not difficult to make a
disabled person feel worthless by constantly implying that he or she is
not “up to speed”... ’; while wheelchair-bound Lutheran pastor, Walter
Hermanns, describes himself as a ‘rolling icon’ whose pastoral
competence is constantly questioned because he is disabled: will he
drop the communion cup today?* If our society is consumerist,

3¢ McFadyen, ibid, pp 98-100.

*7 McFadyen, ibid, p 41; see also Charles Taylor, The politics of
recognition, p 25.

3% Charles Taylor, ibid, p 36.

3% Walter E. Hermanns, The rolling icon, pp 74-76.
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us: stories are nested v hin bigger stories of which they are never
independent. The biggest iy is of course always the story of what
kind of God we worship, because if God is ultimate then his story
shapes all reality. Here we need to be very careful: Niebuhr notes that
‘the great source of evil in life is the absolutizing of the relative, which
in Christianity takes the form of substituting religion, revelation, church
or Christian morality for God’.”* We forget easily that we are not
objective in our interpretations yet our subjectivity is extremely
important.*

Rather than thinking about ourselves as individuals withir churches
within society, let us recast the model as follows: we are dialogue
partners within narrative Christian communities within postmodern
metaculture. The church, sandwiched in the middle, has a choice to
make about its ‘controlling’ story. Because God gives us freedom in our
response to his address, there will always be the possibility that
Christian stories (of churches and individuals) will find their rationale
from the conforming narrative of culture rather than from the
transformative narrative of the gospel. The subtitle of this lecture (The
materialist subversion of the church?) is thus framed because we can
argue that we have so accommodated materialism in our thinking about
God that we cannot see it: materialism has become structural in the
church as well as in culture, and may be acquiring the characteristics of
idolatry. Volf comments that ‘Our coziness with the surrounding culture
has made us so blind to many of its evils that, instead of calling them
into question, we offer our own versions of them — in God’s name and
with a good conscience’.”® This process can have potentially frightening
consequences; in the case of ethnic conflict the church has even been
able to sacralise murder on numerous occasions in history.’!

¢ Niebuhr, /bid, pp viii-ix.

4% Francis Watson dicusses the dialectic relationship between
individuals, churches and communities in Text, church and
world; while Sean Winter looks at the covenantal interpretive
practices of Baptist communities in his Whitley Lecture of
2006.

5¢ Miroslav Volf, Exclusion, p 36.

5t For example, the Inquisition, or the persecution of
Anabaptists.
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suffering. Even if we say (with humility and reason) that we cannot
possibly understand God’s ways, then why would a good and loving
God confuse our meagre int ects with humanly inexplicable and
apparently arbitrary events? Why do good people often suffer and bad
people often thrive? This difficulty does not mean that science is
implicitly opposed to religion: there are many good arguments for a
synthesis.®® However, the characteristic processes of science are
reductionist and materialist and, if we believe in God as an abstract
‘other’, then science will be unable to ‘investigate’ him meaningfully.
Reductionism commits us to a process of deconstruction, and
materialism commits us ult ately to a loss of the transcendent, both of
which render God a countercultural concept.

Many contemporary theologians now locate the conceptual
difficulties of western culture with the very existence of God in an
historical overemphasis on Greek philosophical explanations. The
Greek gift of logical, rational thought was progressively applied to the
Hebrew understanding of an all-powerful (because singular) God. The
resulting deity was characterised as perfect, which is biblically accurate
but came to have the connotations of a separate, untouchable, and
unchanging ‘Other’, rather than one who is perfect in his character as
love; this deity was also all-powerful, with power being understood as
force rather than the power made perfect in weakness of 1 Corinthians
1. As modern science gradually uncovered more and more of the way
in which the world works without reference to any deity, this detached
and autocratic God, the ‘immortal, invisible, God only wise’, became
both unnecessary and unbelievable for most people, most of the time.
One consequence of this development is the very high regard in which
modern medicine is held in society: and here we are returned to the
issues of disability once again.

Disabled persons will tell you that their lives can be defined by
medical intervention. Doctors name and tame the idiosyncrasies of their
personal forms of embodiment, and doctors normally decide when to
stop treatment. I do not at all want to cast doubt upon the excellent care

¢ See, for example, lan Barbour, Nature, human nature, and
God, John Polkinghorne, Theology in the context of science;
Philip Clayton, God and contemporary science.
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the refusal of metanoia, the refusal to allow the gospel to challenge and
transform.®® As Jesus said in e story of the sheep and the goats in
Matthew, ‘I was hungry and you gave me nothing to eat, I was thirsty
and you gave me nothing to ink, I was a stranger and you did not
invite me in I needed clothes and you did not clothe me, I was sick and
in prison and you did not look after me’ (Matthew 25:42-43).

5. Suffering persons

We have been exploring the idea that one way of describing suffering
is to be excluded wholly or in part from the dialogue that forms us as
persons. This exclusion may be either an impaired call or an impaired
response. We have also investigate the idea that the body of Christ is
the place in which stories can be formed and transformed, by one
another and by God. This process is open, dynamic and equitable, and
the Baptist congregational practice of ‘seeking the mind of Christ’
offers a promising model through which to explore it — if we can retain
our awareness of the extent to which we are imbedded in our culture.
Western postmodern culture offers a particular challenge to persons
who are disabled, who cannot embody the degree of independence and
utilitarianism that is considered as normal. Materially, such persons are
classed as net consumers, parasitical beings compared with the
presumed norm of a balance of production and consumption for each
individual. Gerard Loughlin comments that as the religious grand
narratives lost their credibility, the modern world began to tell grand
narratives about science instea of God. However, these new stories are
also undesirable, especially in an eschatological sense, and so we make
up our own small stories at will. ‘Today we tell one story and tomorrow
we tell another .57 Such a context is, however, resistant to the dialogical
ideal of equal but interdependent storytelling that we have been
considering, and therefore instead forms a nexus for suffering. On the
cross Jesus’s experience was of abandonment both by his friends and by
God himself: he was unable to be heard, or to receive God’s address.
Instead, the narratives of the Jews and Romans dominated the events of

66 Sebastian Moore, Let this mind be in you, p 81.
7 Loughlin, Telling God’s story, p 9.
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The third phase is that of rmation. Soelle describes it this
way: ‘The way leads out of is wuffering through communicati
(by lament) to the s¢ darity in which change occurs’.” She notes that
there may be several aborted movements between the stages of lament
and of transformation — change is difficult, but the process at least
begins to lead the sufferer out of communicative isolation.

One of the great d ‘iculties that Soelle identifies in western society
is the existence of apathy, which literally means ‘freedom from
suffering’ (from the Greek, apatheia).” Since suffering clearly is not
absent from our culture, she interprets apathy as the lack of awareness
of one’s own suffering, or 1e inability to empathise with another’s
suffering: ‘Christianity has become a stranger to pain’.” She attributes
this development to modernity with its goal of control: so anxious are
we to avoid suffering that our potentially dangerous human
relationships shrivel. We justify our desire to avoid suffering, Soelle
says, because of our identification with the remote God of traditional
hard theism in whose image we believe we are made — our stories are
nested within this story. In such a model, where God is Almighty, Lord,
King, and Judge, suffering is perceived as a passing phase in which
Christ suffered only for a short time on the cross in his humanity: ... the
apathetic God has won out over the suffering God’.™ In short, our
willingness to enter dialogue is diminished, and we find that we worship
happily the cultural gods of autonomy and individualism, because they
do not disturb us.

A picture is emerging of a consensual silence in our culture around
suffering itself. Stories of suffering are not told: we diminish or
suppress them. Jean Vanier tells of this deeply disturbing experience: ‘I
once visited a psychiatric hospital that was a kind of warehouse of
human misery. Hundreds of children with severe disabilities were lying,
neglected, on their cots. There was a deadly silence. Not one of them
was crying. When they realize that nobody cares, that nobody will
answer them, children no longer cry. It takes too much energy. We cry

~

! Soelle, ibid, p 74.
2 Soelle, ibid, p 36.
3 Soelle, ibid, p 41.
* Soelle, ibid, p 43.

~

~

~
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this world. To talk of ‘otherwise’ logically raises the spectre of
capriciousness in God: and que “ons the necessity of the cross. If ¢
cross exists in all etert y ‘otherwise’ is nonsense: God would not
be able to suffer if creation did not exist, since he would have to cause
himself to suffering, and that is also nonsense. To adopt this position is
not to say that suffering is good in itself (which is unbiblical and
perverse); neither is it moving to an understanding of suffering as
punitive, educational, or compassion-inducing, all of which alternatives
deny the true nature of suffering and turn it rather into an exercise in
some strange school of life skills that God operates from a distance.
Rather it is to accept suffering as abandonment — being painfully
removed from dialogue — and to move to a new identification of God
with us.

The Japanese theologian Kazoh Kitamori developed a theory of
suffering as the ‘pain’ of God. His thesis is that God’s love is rooted in
God’s pain: this is because God’s unconditional love for us is always
met by his necessary wrath at sin, and the result of this insoluble clash
is pain: hence the inevitability of the cro~~ ”” Kitamori believes that
suffering finds its meaning v~ 2n it witnesses to the pain of God, and so
those who do not identify wiu: the story of Christ will never be able to
rationalise their pain.’® In 1 s way Julian of Norwich can pray to
experience extreme suffering, not from some warped masochism, but
because she longs to understand at depth what God has done.” We are
led to the conclusion that there is a metaphysical necessity about
suffering that even God cannot avoid: indeed, it cannot be otherwise. A
God who is truly with us will not be immune from that suffering.

We can identify a scriptural pattern, that God does not supernaturally
remove suffering but instead equips us to live with it. The gift he gives
us is tk~* of dialogical relationship. Thus Adam is given suitable
helper, rve; Noah is placed in the community of the ark while the Flood
rages; Abraham is given the task of founding a people of covenant love

"7 Kazoh Kitamori, Theology of the pain of God, p 23. Kitamori
understands God’s immutability as his constant unconditional
love for sinners.

8 Kitamori, ibid, p 62.

"® Julian, Revelations of divine love, pp 6-8.
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understand the importance of our relationships and seek to listen, to
speak, and to be silent.
In closing, I would like to ¢ wre my own attempt at articulation, a
ment for my disabled daughter Flora.
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