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SUFFERING – 21st May 2017 
 

The story is told of a sailor who owned a pleasure boat, and would take day trippers 
on a cruise around the inlets and bays of the coastline where he lived.  He was 
always very careful to heed weather warnings and not put his passengers at risk. 
 
But one day as he was a fair way out to sea, a sudden squall blew up and all around 
the boat the waves got very choppy, and the boat seemed like a cork bobbing up 
and down. 
 
Not surprisingly the passengers became alarmed as they clung to the sides for dear 
life.  As time went on the wind seemed to get stronger rather than abate and one of 
the terrified day trippers, fearing the worst, made his way to the wheelhouse and on 
behalf of the passengers asked the captain to pray with them. 
 
And this is what the captain replied, “I say my prayers when the weather is fine, and 
when it’s rough I tend my boat.” 
 
One of the things that clergy and those who care for others soon learn is that when 
something tragic hits a person or a family, that is not the time to try and reason why 
it happened or to attempt explanations. 
 
It’s a time for listening and an arm around the shoulder speaks more than a 
thousand words and arguments. 
 
But there is a time and a need to talk about suffering, because for many the problem 
of innocent suffering is one of the greatest obstacles to believing in God. 
 
So while the weather is calm, and as it has been mentioned in this morning’s epistle, 
let us try to make sense of it from what the New Testament teaches, and ask where 
is God in it.  
 
It seems ingrained in our minds, even today, that God is behind our sicknesses and 
sufferings, and we ask, ‘What did I do to deserve this?  Why did God send me this 
cross to bear?  Haven’t I tried to love and serve him as best as I could?’ 
 
One of the important teachings of the New Testament is that God does not send 
sickness, and certainly not as a punishment.  In all the pages of the Gospels we find 
Jesus healing sickness wherever he came across it, regarding it as against the 
perfect will of God. 
 
And how often I have wanted to scream when in the midst of some tragedy, 
someone tries to soothe the situation by saying that God must have some greater 
plan in what has happened or that God took someone much loved because he 
wanted them to be with him in heaven. 
 



2 
 

What kind of a selfish, capricious and arbitrary picture does that present of God?  
No wonder people are turned off believing. 
 
We have to come up with better explanations if we are to be faithful to the God 
Jesus portrayed throughout his life and ministry.  And, at a time when things are 
relatively calm and we’re not going through a crisis. 
 
Each point I want to make could be developed more fully, but the topic of suffering 
can be an entire module on a theology degree and I am sure you don’t want all of it 
this morning.  
 
The first point is that as humans we have been given the freedom to choose.  
Because God is love he has created us with personal freedom, able to choose 
different courses of actions, different sets of priorities, able to choose between good 
and evil, or more often between what is good and what is better. 
 
That’s the starting point.  God is not a puppeteer, pulling our strings and behind 
everything that happens to us and everyone else. 
 
One picture of God is the one that is first used in the Creed where God is described 
as “Father”. 
This is difficult name at times for God if someone has not had a good relationship 
with their own father. 
 
But the term Father for God is more than a connection to an earthly parent. It is 
indicating a relationship. And in all relationships there needs to be room for growth. 
A relationship that is stifling and controlling is not healthy.  
 
The type of relationship that is open to us with God is one that gives us the ability to 
develop our gifts and as it says in the Gospel of John ‘I came that they may have life 
and have it abundantly’. But room to grow also gives room to make mistakes. Our 
relationship with God should not be stifling but flourishing. 
 
It’s got to be said that a lot of suffering in our world is down to wrong human choices 
and mistakes.  But it’s easier to blame God than to take responsibility.  As one 
theologian put it, “Suffering is part of the price we pay for human freedom.” 
 
The second point that follows on from the principle of free-will is that God’s will is 
NOT done on earth as it is in heaven.  God’s will for the world is good but it is 
forever being thwarted and hindered and blocked by the exercise of free-will and 
human selfishness.  As Shakespeare put it in Julius Caesar, “The fault, dear Brutus, 
lies not in the stars but in ourselves.”  God has made us stewards and overseers of 
our planet but instead of relishing and enjoying all around us humans have chosen 
war, injustice and exploitation with all the suffering those choices cause. 
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And next, we live in an imperfect world.  Modern theologians and scientists would 
say that as well as us humans, nature also enjoys a degree of freedom and choice. 
To take a very basic example, not all the seeds we sow from a packet will grow.   
 
Some plants will grow and then suddenly wither, or not grow straight (though at last 
supermarkets are deciding it isn’t really a problem to have a crooked carrot or 
whatever!). 
 
On a global scale there are natural disasters, in some areas drought and in others 
flooding. Yes some of this is due to deforestation but other disasters are natural. 
 
Although as humans each of us has a divine spark within us, we are also of the 
earth, part of nature and as such subject to imperfections, weakness and the 
changes and chances of this fleeting world. 
 
So where is God in all of this?  I get back to that picture of God as Father or as 
relationship.  He is suffering with us, and that’s where the cross is such a powerful 
icon, showing that God in Christ understands our pain and distress, the feelings of 
utter dereliction and despair.  God is with us.  Because he has given us freedom he 
has to allow things to happen but that does not mean he condones them.  Rather he 
stays with us to give us the strength to bear and cope in our times of suffering and 
distress. 
 
As today’s Gospel promises, the risen and ascended Jesus is with us, in and 
through his Holy Spirit, and will never leave us or forsake us whatever we have to go 
through. 
 
We don’t face these things alone.  As the psalmist says, ‘underneath are the 
everlasting arms’ to support us and sustain us. 
 
So, a bit of a heavy sermon this morning!  But it’s easier to try and think issues 
through when the weather is calm rather than when a gale is howling around our 
ears and we’re not able to hear! 
 


