
Chapter 24 - Suffering 

A conversation overheard between two lonely people in their thirties, one married 

and one unmarried, went like this. The unmarried person confessed that she had 

never found anyone who really, deeply understood her and whom she could trust 

completely. All her married friends were divorced or on the verge of divorce or 

unhappily married. She did not think she would ever marry and had reconciled 

herself to a life of loneliness. Her married friend sympathized with her but said that 

she would gladly exchange situations with her. She was equally lonely, but married. 

(Both were believing Catholics and therefore did not believe in divorce. Catholicism 

does not forbid divorce; it denies its existence. Unlike other churches, it does not 

claim to have the authority to contradict the explicit teaching of Jesus in the 

Gospels: Matthew 5:31–32, Matthew 19:3–12; Mark 10:4; Luke 16:18.) 

Another overheard conversation was with three men sharing another common 

problem: each had to live with a constantly annoying person. For one, it was his 

boss, who was arrogant, unfair, and abusive. For another, it was his wife, who was 

the same. For the third, it was his semi-senile mother, who had no other living 

options. 

Not everyone has a life that bad. But many do—far more than in past generations. 

(This is what we call “progress”.) 

It is crucial to know that this is God’s love in disguise; that this suffering means not 

that you are less loved by God, or judged to be less worthy, but more. Those who 

do not suffer should worry that they are being judged by God to be unworthy of 

this gift or incapable of rightly using it. And the suffering that comes from other 

people is perhaps the deepest suffering of all. 

To say that sufferings and troubles are a blessing in disguise is not, of course, to say 

that we should go out looking for trouble. Like death, suffering will come; as with 

death, we should not hasten it; and as with death, we should use it rightly and 

heroically. 

Bottom line: the only one who can make us happy is the God who makes us suffer. 

It is a package deal; we must take the bitter with the sweet. He sees that they are 

inseparable; that sweet without bitter becomes supremely bitter in the end, and 

sweet with bitter becomes supremely sweet in the end. 



So weep. For the same divine doctor who prescribed tears will also provide the 

tissues to dry your eyes. He does not say to us, and we should not say to each other, 

“Don’t cry; everything is OK.” For that’s a lie. He says, “Weep. There are things to 

weep over. If you don’t weep, you’re not completely human. But remember, in your 

weeping, that those tears are precious jewels. Offer them up to Me in faith.” 

Romans 8:28 is not Pollyanna optimism or Peter Pan-theism. It is not the false 

gospel of prosperity and happiness. That is not what the New Testament or the 

Torah or the Qur’an teach. They all say that suffering is necessary; it is our 

appointed way; it is our war. 

Romans 8:28 is hope, not optimism. Optimism is a feeling: hope is a certainty. 

Optimism is a feeling and a prediction about the future; hope is a choice about the 

present presence of the God who makes suffering a present, a gift. (Notice the 

profound unity of the three different meanings of the word “present” there!) 

Jesus did not say, in the Beatitudes, that we should be happy when we are poor or 

persecuted or hungry. He said we are blessed. Blessedness includes suffering 

because suffering is a blessing. Suffering is a blessing because it is God’s gift, and 

all God’s gifts are our blessings. 

How can suffering be our blessing? It’s very simple: Suffering is blessed because it 

brings us closer to Him. 

  

Not everything in life is pleasant, and not everything in life is painful, but everything 

in life is providential. When we abandon ourselves to divine providence, we do not 

abandon ourselves only to its pleasures or only to its pains but to both. He says 

“Be!” to everything that is, from the light of the Big Bang to the spin of each atom, 

from the fall of Rome to the fall of each sparrow and the fall of each hair from our 

head, from the torture and crucifixion of His beloved Son to the fall and failure of 

our little plans and desires. And we should say “Be!” to it, too, if we want to live in 

reality—if reality is defined by the omniscient and omnipotent and omnibenevolent 

God rather than by foolish and weak and selfish us. 

One more quotation from de Caussade about the “why” of suffering: “No matter 

what it is we attach ourselves to, God will step in and upset our plans” (p. 72). In 

other words, “if you want to give God a good laugh, tell Him your plans.” “Attach 



ourselves to” means something stronger than “desire” or “care about”. It is right 

for us to desire good things, especially good spiritual things—blessed are those who 

hunger and thirst after righteousness—and it is right for us to care about people. 

But to attach your very identity and hope and destiny to something other than God 

is to entrust your identity and hope and destiny to it, and that is idolatry and an 

infallible recipe for destruction. All idols break. Don’t put divine burdens on human 

shoulders. God takes away our idolatries precisely to save us from that. 

So when we suffer, God is lovingly slapping our hands empty and making room for 

Himself there, so that our hands do not make fists and close upon toys and thus 

close our hearts to Him. Like death, suffering is “a severe mercy” (to quote the 

profound title of a heartbreakingly beautiful book by Sheldon Vanauken). Death is, 

as de Caussade says, “God’s loving strictness” (p. 73). 

Those two words go together—“severe” and “mercy”, “loving” and “strictness”. 

They do not contradict each other. God’s strictness, as distinct from ours, proceeds 

only from love, not from fear or desperation or desire for power or even justice. 

Lovers have surpassed justice; lovers never talk about justice or rights. Those whose 

hearts are set on something less than justice confuse this with looseness, but those 

whose hearts are set on something more than justice never do. 

  

Most of our worst sufferings come from relationships with other people. Most of 

our greatest joys do, too. Because people have faults and weaknesses—everyone 

does, especially any idiot who thinks he doesn’t— we must (1) accept this as a fact 

of life—the machine called the human psyche doesn’t work perfectly. And (2) the 

most important thing to do about this is to remember that we are almost always 

causing others sufferings just as much as they are causing us to suffer. (3) So stop 

judging and just love. 


