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Introduction

The Problem
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Pain is a part of everyone’s life; it is inescapable. There is not one 

person who has ever lived who has not experienced some sort of pain. Over 

the millennia, philosophers have tried different approaches to deal with it. 

Zeno just accepted it as the way of the universe; the Buddha tried to

transcend it by relieving himself of all cravings. Christian philosophers try 

to explain pain in relation to the ultimate plan of the Christian God, a God of 

complete goodness, Who is Love Itself. However, whatever their approach, 

each Christian philosopher must eventually come up with an answer to the

age-old Theodicy question: How can a God Who is infinitely good and

loving allow evil, especially the evil of suffering, in His creation? This

thesis, which proves pain is ethical, is my answer to the Theodicy question.

Based on this answer, my thesis also develops a Christian response to pain.

This response will be an ethics of pain.

Basic Assumptions

This paper is an attempt by a Christian philosopher to answer the Theodicy

question. The paper is not directed at people who flat out do not believe in 

♦ God, but rather at those philosophers or theologians who see the problem of

pain as a stumbling block for Christianity and perhaps at those who want to
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believe in the Christian God, or who do believe yet have doubts or questions. 

I make certain assumptions, such as that the reader will at least suppose for 

the duration of this paper that there is a God, and that this God created the

universe, including humans. This paper does not endeavor to prove God's 

existence itself. It will, however, show how the existence of a perfectly good 

God is not incompatible with pain in His creation.

C. S. Lewis’ Part in the Ethics of Pain

My answer to the Theodicy question is based on my research of

several different philosophers. The most influential of these philosophers is

C. S. Lewis, whose writings I use as the starting point for my own ideas. By

reflecting especially (though not exclusively) on his work and my own

personal experience, I developed my ethics of pain, which contains some

different ideas which I believe are not inconsistent with Lewis' views.

Clive Staples Lewis was bom on November 29, 1898, in Belfast,

Ireland. He taught at Oxford and Cambridge Universities. In his life, he did

not suffer any more or any less than most of us. However, he did think about

pain a lot more than many people do, and he expressed these thoughts in

various writings and lectures. The most painful experience in Lewis’s life
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was, no doubt, his wife, Joy Davidman's, sufferings from bone cancer and 

eventual death in 1960. In response to this, Lewis wrote A Grief Observed 

(1961). Many other works and lectures as well present his answer to the

Theodicy question, including The Problem of Pain (1940), Till We Have 

Faces (1956), The Screwtape Letters (1942), and Screwtape Proposes a 

Toast (published post humously in 1965). Lewis died on November 22,

1963.

What Is Pain?

In order to understand the problem of pain, I must first present a

definition of pain. Lewis points out that there are actually two main

definitions of pain. The first is "[a] particular kind of sensation, probably

conveyed by specialised nerve fibres, and recognisable by the patient as that 

kind of sensation whether he dislikes it or not.'1 This kind of pain can be 

pleasing to the patient or not. It is simply the neuro-chemical sensation in

our bodies. For example, if I poke my finger with a needle I feel this type of

pain exactly where the point of the needle meets my finger and perhaps the 

♦ surrounding area. It may hurt or it may be a source of relief as in

acupuncture points.
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The second kind of pain is "[a]ny experience, whether physical or

mental, which the patient dislikes.'2 This kind of pain by definition cannot

be pleasing to the patient. Furthermore, while including at least some of the

first kind of pain, this second kind is distinct:

It will be noticed that all Pains in [the first sense] become Pains 
in [the second sense] if they are raised above a certain very low 
level of intensity, but that Pains in the [second] sense need not 
be Pains in the [first] sense. Pain in the [second] sense, in fact, 
is synonymous with "suffering," "anguish," "tribulation,"
"adversity," or "trouble," and it is about it that the problem of 
pain arises.3

"Pain" in this paper will normally mean Lewis’s second definition of pain,

unless otherwise noted.

If pain is defined as "something that the patient dislikes," then it is

obvious that nobody likes pain. However, God, Who created everything, is

supposed to be an all-powerful, all-good, and all-loving Being. How could

such a Being allow His creation to suffer? And so the problem arises: "Why

is there pain (i.e. suffering, anguish, or adversity) in the world?"

The Ethics of Pain

it As mentioned above, the ethics of pain is my answer to the Theodicy

question, as well as a response based on this answer. Thus, there are two
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parts to the ethics of pain. The first part is to prove that it is ethical of God to 

allow pain in His creation. This will be done by showing that God is just,

moral, and even good to permit suffering. Having proved this, the second

part of the ethics of pain develops the general response that a person should

have to pain.

A
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Part I; The Solution

Why God Allows Suffering

A

7



The solution to the Theodicy question requires two steps. First of all, 

we must state the criteria for an acceptable answer to the Theodicy question 

in order to know whether our answer is valid. The criteria for answering this 

question would be the same as the criteria that makes an action ethical. If an

action is shown to be ethical, that would explain why an all-powerful, all- 

loving, and all-good Being, such as God, would do such an action. The

second step is to show specifically how God's action of allowing pain meets 

the criteria for being ethical, which would thus answer the Theodicy

question.

What Makes an Action Ethical?

In order for an action to be ethical it must be shown to be just, moral,

and good. While there is certainly more aspects to ethics than these three, I 

focus on them because they generally sum up what it means to be ethical and

it is about these three aspects that people have the most trouble with regards

to pain. People ask how it is just of God to allow pain, because this action 

does not seem very impartial and there seems to be an unequal distribution of 

suffering throughout the world. They ask how it is moral, because it seems 

sadistic of God to allow pain. Finally, they ask how allowing pain is good,
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because allowing the evil of suffering seems to be contradictory to a 

perfectly good God.

These three criteria of ethics,4 while all similar and connected, also 

have their differences. I will now define and differentiate these aspects of

ethics.

Something is "just" if it is fair or equitable. Justice deals with the

distribution of goods and rectification of wrongs, i.e., how the people in a 

society interact fairly with each other. In order to show that something is 

"just," then, one must show that the one doing the action is considering all

involved equally and that this action is generally beneficial. It would not be

just if, hypothetically, I favored the death penalty for a stranger who

committed murder, but opposed it for a family member who had committed

the same crime in similar circumstances. Justice would demand that I have

the same judgement for both people: either to die, or not.

To say that an action is "moral" is to say that it is "morally justified,"

or simply "the right course of action." I take my definition of morality from

the Catechism of the Catholic Church, which states, "A morally good act 

• requires the goodness of its object, of its end, and of its circumstances

together."5 To show that something is the moral thing to do is to show that it
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is justified in a given situation, considering the action itself, the agent's 

intentions, and the circumstances. Moreover, if a person is in a dilemma 

(that is, a choice between two diametrically opposed results), then he is not 

only justified in doing the moral action, but should take that course of 

action. This is not a situational morality, but rather an objective morality 

that takes into account, as part of the objectivity, the subjective aspects of 

the situation. Morality is more specific than justice. Whereas justice deals

with societal rights and obligations, morality deals specifically with personal

rights and obligations. In this sense, something that is just is not necessarily

moral. For example, if I were in a situation where I could save only one of

two people from drowning, and one of these two people were my brother and

the other a complete stranger, justice would demand that I be impartial in

regards to whom I save. However, morality would demand that I consider

other factors, such as family ties and responsibility.

Goodness differs from both justice and morality. Something that is

good is something that benefits or helps people, and is generally what we

would prefer to happen. Again, just because something is just or moral,

• doesn’t mean that it is necessarily good, and vice-versa? To save my brother

in the situation mentioned above would be good for my brother, but not for
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the stranger. In another example, it might be just and even moral for me to 

kill someone trying to murder me; if it were a kill or be killed situation, to 

kill the assailant would also definitely be good for me. However, it would 

not be good for the murderer; he or she certainly would prefer that I be killed

instead. To show that something is good, then, is to show that overall it

benefits people rather than harming them.

Therefore, in order to answer the Theodicy question a Christian 

philosopher must justify God’s action of allowing pain by proving that He

considered everybody equally. The philosopher must also show how this

action of God is in some way moral—that God is justified in allowing pain

based on the object, the intention, and the circumstances. And the

philosopher must show that the pain is even good by demonstrating how it

can benefit us.

Now that the criteria have been stated and explained, it is time to

prove that God's action of allowing pain actually fulfills these criteria. Each

of the three criteria will be covered by one of three ways of looking at pain:

pain as a divine punishment, pain as a divine warning, and pain as divine

• love.
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Pain as a Just Divine Punishment

One way to answer the Theodicy question is to say that humans 

deserve to suffer because they have sinned, and thus need to be punished. In 

this section, I first explore why there is sin in the world and why God gave

mankind free will. Then I will show how of all the different ways He could 

punish those who sin, by allowing pain, God actually is considering us and 

attempting to be fair. This will prove that it was just of God to allow pain.

In order to begin to understand why there is the evil of suffering in the

world, we must first ask the more general question, "Why is there evil in the

world?" If we define evil as the "abuse of the free will,"7 as Lewis does, evil 

is only possible because of free will. This is in agreement with Augustine

who believes evil is "no substance, but the perversion of the will, turned

aside from Thee, O God."8 If none of creation had free will, then all of it

would perfectly follow God’s Will. However, God did not create a bunch of

robots that would automatically do whatever He told them to do; He wanted

creatures who had the ability to choose to follow Him. Thus, God gave 

mankind free will. As for the natural "evils," such as earthquakes, floods,

• and fires, these are not real evils at all. They are just natural phenomena and

are only called evil because of their effects on mankind. These natural
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events would not even have been any harm to man if man had not abused his 

free will in the first place, and thus been thrown out of Paradise? Again, as 

for the "evil" of suffering, I will deal with that shortly.

An objection might be made that it was not right for God to give

mankind free will in the first place. However, Lewis says that such a

question as "Should God have created us?" is actually ridiculous. "'It would

be better for me not to exist'—in what sense 'for me'? How should I, if I did 

not exist, profit by not existing?'40 If something is to be considered as to

how a certain action will affect it, then it must first exist in order to be

considered. It is also necessary that this thing have free will in order to be

considered in matters of justice, for just consideration by one free agent

(God) can only be given in a society of other subjects with free will. If God

had not created us as free, then there would be no other subjects besides

Himself to consider in being objective and impartial. Besides that, God

loved us even before He created us; and it certainly wouldn't be moral, given

the ability, not to create someone you love.

Another way to answer this objection would be to take the same

criteria for an action being ethical as I did above and find whether God's

action of giving mankind freedom fulfills these criteria. It was, first of all,
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just of God to give mankind free will because by doing so, He lets each 

person decide his own destiny. If something doesn't have the ability to 

choose its own destiny or even its own actions, then it isn't equal to 

something that can. It was only "fair" and "equitable" that we be given that

ability.

It was also moral of God to give free will to mankind because the

object (giving humans freedom) and the intention (that they may be happy

and have a meaningful existence) were both good, and the circumstances

(God's being the only entity in existence before creating beings with free

will) did not detract from the goodness.

Giving mankind freedom was also good. Without freedom, human

existence would have no real meaning, and so it benefited us by giving us a

purpose that we can fulfill on our own. Therefore, since it fulfills all three

criteria for being ethical, giving free will to mankind was ethical.

Just because it was ethical of God to give us free will does not mean

that free will cannot be used for evil. Having free will enables us to choose

to use it for our own selfish ends against our Creator. Lewis says, "From the

moment a creature becomes aware of God as God and of itself as self, the

terrible alternative of choosing God or self for the centre is opened to it. . ..
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It is the fall in every individual life, and in each day of each individual life, 

the basic sin behind all particular sins.'11 Why is choosing the self over God 

evil? Lewis answers, "The proper good of a creature is to surrender itself to 

its Creator—to enact intellectually, volitionally, and emotionally that

relationship which is given in the mere fact of its being a creature. When it 

does so, it is good and happy."12 Choosing the self over God is evil because 

we were created by God, and therefore, we should do the task for which we

were created, vzz., to do the Will of God, for that will make us the most

happy. So, in answer to the question, "Why is there evil in the world?,"

Lewis essentially says, "Because we willed it so."

Some might claim that they themselves did not will there to be evil in

the world. However, as Saint Paul reminds us in Romans 3: 23: "All have

sinned and fall short of the glory of God." By sinning, by abusing our free

will, we are willing evil to be in the world.

Before the Fall of mankind, humans were happy and would have

continued to be happy if they had not sinned. However, they did sin and thus 

left God with a dilemma13—either to punish us or not. If humans were not

A punished, then they would have continued with a childlike existence in

which they would only eat, sleep, procreate, and continue to sin for there
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would be absolutely no reason not to. As happiness is ultimately found by 

following the Will of the Creator, humans would thus become unable to be

happy, for they would continue to go against the Will of God. Free will 

would have become essentially pointless—without the possibility of sin, we

would be nothing more than any other animal; the only choices we would

make would be how to satisfy our animal appetites, such as the choice to eat

a pear or an apple.

The consequences of the sin must also be meaningful, otherwise,

again, human existence itself would lose its significance. It would be as if

God had said, "Don’t eat of the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge, or else."

Adam would reply, "Or else, whaf!" God could only answer, "Or else\"

Therefore, God had to punish humankind.

Punishment can come in many different forms, but there are basically 

only two kinds of punishment: the taking away of something, presumably a 

good, from the punished, and the administration of something unpleasant on

the punished. Mankind's punishment for disobeying God could not have 

solely been the taking away of a good because without an accompanying

pain or unpleasantness, such as longing, the good would not be missed. For 

example, the punishment couldn't have been the removal of a certain kind of
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fruit by itself because without pain, ("something the patient dislikes"), 

humans wouldn't care. Therefore, God's punishment of mankind must 

include administering something unpleasant to humans.

One possible punishment God could have done is total annihilation of

the human race. However, this would have given human existence even less

meaning than that of the lowest amoeba. God certainly would not have been

considering us if He destroyed us. To do so would certainly also not have

been good because we would no longer exist, and as I stated earlier, to ask

such a question of whether it would be good for us not to exist is ridiculous.

God’s punishment, therefore, had to do something to humans without

taking them out of existence. In conclusion, God could only inflict some sort

of pain, something unpleasant, on us. As Lewis says, "Try to exclude the

possibility of suffering which the order of nature and the existence of free- 

wills involve, and you find that you have excluded life itself.'14 Pain and

suffering were the only solution for punishment that still allowed for the

possibility of human meaning. Therefore, God's action of allowing pain is

just.
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Pain as a Divine Moral Warning

The second way to answer the Theodicy question is to say that God 

uses pain to warn us that we are going against our own happiness. This is 

different from pain as a punishment. Pain is a punishment after we have 

sinned; pain is a warning as we sin. This section will prove the morality of

God's action of allowing pain because it shows the object, intention, and

circumstances of the act are all good.

C. S. Lewis believes that pain can be used to teach us. He believes

that God uses suffering to teach us about evil. Remembering that evil is

choosing self over God, and good is surrendering our will to God, Lewis

says, "In the world as we now know it, the problem is how to recover this

self-surrender.'"5 He continues:

The human spirit will not even begin to try to surrender self-will 
as long as all seems to be well with it. Now error and sin both 
have this property, that the deeper they are the less their victim 
suspects their existence; they are masked evil. Pain is 
unmasked, unmistakable evil; every man knows that something 
is wrong when he is being hurt.... And pain is not only 
immediately recognisable evil, but evil impossible to ignore.
We can rest contentedly in our sins and in our stupidities ... we 
can ignore even pleasure. But pain insists upon being attended 
to. God whispers to us in our pleasures, speaks in our 
conscience, but shouts in our pains: it is His megaphone to 
rouse a deaf world. Bad man, happy, is a man without the least
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inkling that his actions do not "answer", that they are not in 
accord with the laws of the universe.16

* Pain is the one thing we cannot choose to ignore, and therefore God 

uses it to draw our attention to the fact that all is not well, that something 

about us must be changed. And it is not for God's sake that we need to be

changed; it is, rather, for our own happiness. We need to recognize that if

we continue the way we are, then we will not be happy. Lewis continues:

Until the evil man finds evil unmistakably present in his 
existence, in the form of pain, he is enclosed in illusion. Once 
pain has roused him, he knows that he is in some way or other 
‘up against’ the real universe.... No doubt Pain as God’s 
megaphone is a terrible instrument; it may lead to final and un
repented rebellion. But it gives the only opportunity the bad 
man can have for amendment. It removes the veil; it plants the 
flag of truth within the fortress of a rebel soul.17

Pain gives us a chance to dissolve this illusion and recognize that what we

are doing is actually going against our own happiness.

People who believe that they are not rebelling against their Creator

might accept this explanation for why bad people suffer, but they deny that it

explains why good people suffer. As Lewis remarks:

We are perplexed to see misfortune falling upon decent, 
inoffensive, worthy people—on capable, hard-working mothers

♦ of families or diligent, thrifty, little trades-people, on those who 
have worked so hard, and so honestly, for their modest stock of

19



happiness and now seem to be entering on the enjoyment of it 
with the fullest right.18

*w Why must there be suffering for those who certainly don't seem to be on the

path to destruction?

The answer is that these people do not fully realize their dependency

on God. Lewis explains it thus:

The second [operation of pain] shatters the illusion that what we 
have, whether good or bad in itself, is our own and enough for 
us . . . God, who made these deserving people, may really be 
right when He thinks that their modest prosperity and the 
happiness of their children are not enough to make them 
blessed: that all this must fall from them in the end, and that if 
they have not learned to know Him they will be wretched. And 
therefore He troubles them, warning them in advance of an 
insufficiency that one day they will have to discover. The life 
to themselves and their families stands between them and the 
recognition of their need; He makes that life less sweet to 
them.19

So, just because people are not evil does not mean that they are as perfect as

God wants them to be, as He made them to be. God uses pain to make even

these people realize that if they hold anything above Him, including other 

people and other goods, then they will not be truly happy. These people

need to realize that everything they have comes from God; they need to

realize that they would be nothing without God.
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So, we actually need pain to remind us of our need for God. When

tribulation comes, Lewis says,

I am overwhelmed and all my little happinesses look like 
broken toys. Then, slowly and reluctantly, bit by bit, I try to 
bring myself into the frame of mind that I should be in at all 
times. I remind myself that all these toys were never intended 
to possess my heart, that my true good is in another world and 
my only real treasure is Christ. . . . But the moment the threat is 
withdrawn, my whole nature leaps back to the toys: I am even 
anxious, God forgive me, to banish from my mind the only 
thing that supported me under the threat because it is now 
associated with the misery.20

Lewis is saying that pain must continue, for as soon as it ceases, we start to

forget what we learned by the pain.

We are on a journey, and the goal of this journey is happiness.

Through sin, we take wrong turns that lead us away from that goal, but we

do not realize we have turned aside. God, Who is "The Way, the Truth, the

Life," sees that we are moving away from our happiness, even though we

might not be committing atrocities, and so He tries to warn us through pain.

He tries to get us to see that we are not on the path to happiness, to Him. If

the tribulation stops, then we start to be satisfied with material goods again,

and soon we forget where we are going. "The security we crave [life without
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suffering] would teach us to rest our hearts in this world and oppose an

obstacle to our return to God."21
t

So God's action of allowing pain is actually the action of warning. 

God's intention was not to hurt us, but to help us reach our goal—happiness.

The circumstances are that we do not listen to God through His other actions,

or else why do we sin? Consequently, God's action of allowing pain is

moral.

Pain as Divine Love—The Ultimate Good

So what about people who are not evil, but also realize their

dependency on God and surrender their wills to Him? Why does God

continue to let them suffer? Can pain teach us anything good besides

surrendering our wills to God? I believe God uses pain to teach us two

things: first, to awaken our minds to evil so that we may avoid it and second,

to demonstrate His love for us. In this section, I will give my last answer to

the Theodicy question: pain as love. To do this, I will first differentiate love

from kindness, and then, using Lewis' analogies, show how pain is actually 

♦ part of God's love for us. This will prove the goodness of God's allowing

pain.
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♦

God's love is not merely kindness. Kindness is not true love. If God 

is merely kind to us, and does not love us, then we are truly wretched.

People often confuse love and kindness, but Lewis cautions us against this. 

God’s love is "something more stem and splendid than mere kindness.02 

Kindness is "the desire to see others than the self happy; not happy in this 

way or in that, but just happy.'03 Lewis continues, "Kindness, merely as 

such, cares not whether its object becomes good or bad, provided only that it

escapes suffering. ... It is for people whom we care nothing about that we

demand happiness on any terms: with our friends, our lovers, our children,

we are exacting and would rather see them suffer much than be happy in 

contemptible and estranging modes.'E4 Elsewhere Lewis says, "Love, in the 

Christian sense, does not mean an emotion. It is a state not of the feelings 

but of the will."25 In other words, true love is willing the true and ultimate 

happiness of the beloved, not that he or she merely feels happy, even if this

requires that the beloved suffer some. Such is God’s love for us. Lewis uses

several comparisons, some based on Biblical analogies, to demonstrate this

love.

Lewis’s first analogy for God’s perfect love for us is the love an artist 

has for his masterpiece. The artist wants his masterpiece to be flawless and
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perfect; even the slightest blemish needs to be removed before it can truly be 

a masterpiece. This requires changing the artifact (the masterpiece before it 

actually is a masterpiece) in some way, which can often only come about 

through something painful, as when a sculptor chips away at his statue. God

is the artist and we are His masterpieces. "You are the Potter, we are the

clay." Lewis says, "We are, not metaphorically but in very truth, a Divine 

work of art, something that God is making, and therefore something with

which He will not be satisfied until it has a certain character.'26 That

character for us is perfection. "Strive to be perfect, just as your Heavenly

Father is perfect." We, as God’s works of art, cannot wish that God would

just leave us as we are, otherwise "we are wishing not for more love, but for 

less."27 To want God to leave us as lumps of clay is to want God to forget 

what potential we have to become masterpieces, which would not be love.

True love is not passive enjoyment of the beloved’s present state of

contentment, but it is rather active working for what is truly best for the

beloved.

The second analogy for God’s love for us is the love a master has for 

♦ his animals. The Biblical parable of the Good Shepherd demonstrates this.

Lewis uses the analogy of a master and a dog, rather than a shepherd and a
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sheep. The relationship, Lewis says, "is primarily for the man’s sake: he 

* tames the dog primarily that he may love it, not that it may love him, and

that it may serve him, not that he may serve it. Yet at the same time, the 

dog’s interests are not sacrificed to the man’s.'28 However, just as with the 

artist and the masterpiece, the man is not satisfied with how his dog is.

" [The] man interferes with the dog and makes it more lovable than it was in

mere nature. In its [the dog’s] state of nature it has a smell, and habits,

which frustrate man’s love: he washes it, house-trains it, teaches it not to

steal, and is so enabled to love it completely.'29 So too, do we have our

"smells" and "bad habits" which frustrate God’s love for us.

We might ask why God just doesn’t let us be, but as Lewis points out:

To the puppy the whole proceeding would seem, if it were a 
theologian, to cast grave doubts on the "goodness" of man: but 
to the full-grown and full-trained dog, larger, healthier, and 
longer-lived than the wild dog, and admitted, as it were by 
Grace, to a whole world of affections, loyalties, interests, and 
comforts entirely beyond its animal destiny, would have no 
such doubts.30

We, in our ignorance, cannot understand God’s reason for doing something,

but after we have become His masterpieces, or in this case, His champion

dogs, and are enjoying the goods we've been given, we will understand.
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Some people might be offended to be compared to a dog, but Lewis

believes that it is not to be considered an insult:a

The man ... takes all these pains with the dog, and gives all the 
these pains to the dog, only because it is so nearly lovable that it 
is worth his while to make it fully lovable. He does not house- 
train the earwig or give baths to centipedes. We may wish, 
indeed, that we were of so little account to God that He left us 
alone to follow our natural impulses—that He would give over 
trying to train us into something so unlike our natural selves: 
but once again, we are asking not for more Love, but for less.31

The only reason God bothers with us is because He considers us to be

worthy of His attention. If He didn’t care, then there would be no suffering.

Lewis' third analogy of God’s love for us is the love a father has for

his son. Lewis says, "Love between father and son, in this symbol, means

essentially authoritative love on the one side, and obedient love on the other.

The father uses his authority to make the son into the sort of human being he, 

rightly, and in his superior wisdom, wants him to be.'32 This kind of love is 

seen perfectly in Jesus’ Incarnation. God is the loving Father and Jesus the

obedient Son.

Remembering that in the context in which Jesus first called God "Our

Father," fathers were not looked on as they are sometimes looked upon
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today. Today, "A father [is] half apologetic for having brought his son into 

the world, afraid to restrain him lest he should create inhibitions or even to

instruct him lest he should interfere with his independence of mind.03 

Although Lewis wrote this quote over fifty years ago, things have become 

even more so today. There are thousands of movies and stories today that 

depict parents as overbearing who "only do what they think is best for their

children." These parents, (and admittedly sometimes those in real life),

almost always end up ruining the lives of their children. The message of

these movies is clear: let your children do what they think is best for

themselves, otherwise you will end up ruining their lives.

However, this is not the kind of father God is being compared to; God

is not one who wants what He thinks is best for His children, but one who

actually knows what is best. Remember, Jesus said to His Heavenly Father

in Matthew 14: 36: "Not my will, but your will be done." Anyone would be

foolish not to obey God, but people think that they know what is good for

themselves better than the One Who created them. And just as an artifact

cannot wish that its creator did not take such great care in making it a

masterpiece, a son cannot wish that his father would say "I love my son but
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don’t care how great a blackguard he is provided he has a good time,'34 for

that would not be real love at all.

The fourth analogy Lewis uses that demonstrates God's wanting us to

be perfectly happy is that of God as a doctor. Our sins have made us sick, in

a way, and we need healing. Lewis says,

A perfectly good God is in this matter hardly less formidable 
than a Cosmic Sadist. The more we believe that God hurts only 
to heal, the less we can believe that there is any use in begging 
for tenderness. A cruel man might be bribed—might grow tired 
of his vile sport—might have a temporary fit of mercy, as 
alcoholics have fits of sobriety. But suppose that what you are 
up against is a surgeon whose intentions are wholly good. The 
[more compassionate] and more conscientious he is, the more 
inexorably he will go on cutting. If he yielded to your 
entreaties, if he stopped before the operation was complete, all 
the pain up to that point would have been useless.35

It is because of the very fact that God is perfectly good and loves us 

perfectly that we are made to suffer; because this suffering is the only 

possible way in which we can be cured of our sickness. In response to 

people who ask the Theodicy question, Lewis asks, "Have they never ever

been to a dentist?"36

The fifth and last analogy between the way God loves humankind is 

W the way a man loves a woman. Lewis paraphrases Ephesians 5: 27, saying,

"The Church is the Lord’s bride whom He so loves that in her no spot or

28



wrinkle is endurable."37 Many people might object that this is not

unconditional love, but by looking at the previous examples, it is clear that

love is not simply unconditional acceptance. Lewis says,

When Christianity says that God loves man, it means that God 
loves man: not that He has some "disinterested", because really 
indifferent, concern for our welfare, but that, in awful and 
surprising truth, we are the objects of His love. You asked for a 
loving God: you have one . . . not a senile benevolence that 
drowsily wishes you to be happy in your own way, not the cold 
philanthropy of a conscientious magistrate, nor the care of a 
host who feels responsible for the comfort of his guests, but the 
consuming fire Himself, the Love that made the worlds, 
persistent as the artist's love for his work and despotic as a 
man's love for a dog, provident and venerable as a father's love 
for a child, jealous, inexorable, exacting as love between the 
sexes.38

God undoubtedly loves us unconditionally; however, this "unconditional"

love means just that: no matter what we do, God will still love us, and this

love means always wanting what is truly best for us. God is not some

overbearing husband saying, "My way or the highway." He wants for each

one of us the most happiness possible, just as a good and loving husband

wants for his wife. The "spots or wrinkles" we have are not unbearable to

God for His own sake, but for our own happiness. Lewis says, "When we

want to be something other than the thing God wants us to be, we must be 

wanting what, in fact, will not make us happy. Those Divine demands which
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sound to our natural ears most like those of a despot and least like those of a 

lover, in fact marshal us where we should want to go if we knew what we 

wanted."39 God sees our "spots and wrinkles," or our sins, as what they 

really are—barriers to our ultimate happiness. When we choose to hold on 

to these flaws, it is not God's choice that we be separated from Him, but our

own.

Since true love is wanting what is truly best for the beloved, and

without pain we could not become better, God's action of allowing pain is

both good and loving.

Is Pain Ethical?

Now, let me recap the ways in which God's action of allowing pain

fulfills the three criteria of ethics: justice, morality, and goodness. In the

first section, "Pain As Punishment," I showed how God's permitting pain is

just, since God punishes us for our wrong-doings, but in such a way that

considers us because it allows for the possibility of human meaning. In the

next section, "Pain As Warning," I showed how it is moral of God to allow 

# pain since the action (God's warning us), the intention (God wanting us to be

happy), and the circumstances (all have sinned and thus cannot be happy),
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together all are a good reason to do it. It is also moral because it considers 

the individual needs, viz., to realize each person's dependency on God. In 

the last section, "Pain As Love," I showed how God's giving us pain is

actually good since it is the nature of love to work for the betterment of the

beloved, and pain gives us a chance to realize that we've gone astray, and

consequently to change our ways so that we may be truly happy. Now,

recall what I said about how if an action is proven to be morally permissible, 

and if either it or its opposite must be done, then it is morally obligatory as

well. God has to either allow pain, or not. I have proven that it is morally

permissible for God to allow pain, therefore, it is also the course of action

God should do. Based on these three criteria, no other conclusion can be

made except that God's allowance of pain is ethical.
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Intermission:

Suffering and Us
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Before going on to the ethical response to pain I suggest, it is 

necessary to understand two special aspects of how suffering relates to us 

and to discuss other philosophers' responses to pain. Exploring the two 

aspects of pain, the pain of loss and the pain caused by others, should help 

clarify what an ethical response to pain should be like. Of course, there is a

lot more to say about our relationship to pain, but for our purposes, (and for

brevity's sake!), I only wish to explore the pain of loss and the pain caused

by other people. Exploring what other philosophers have suggested as

responses to pain should help clarify what a Christian ethical response to

pain should not be like.

The Pain of Loss

In this section I talk about the pain of loss. This idea is then refined to

the ultimate loss—Hell.

The first aspect of suffering I wish to explore is the pain caused by

surrendering or losing something of ours, such as our will, to someone else.

Lewis says, "The first answer, then, to the question why our cure should be

• painful, is that to render back the will which we have so long claimed for our

own, is in itself, wherever and however it is done, a grievous pain.*40 Since
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we have claimed our wills as our own and chosen to go our own way instead

* of God's, then if we are to return to God, we must first give up our wills, 

which will be painful. This, then, is another explanation why there is pain in 

the world: If we are to be ultimately happy, we must first give up our wills 

to God. Giving up something is always painful because we lose something 

that we had and now must do without. And the longer we have something, 

the harder it is to give up. "To surrender a self-will inflamed and swollen 

with years of usurpation is a kind of death."41

This kind of pain, of self-surrender, is, as shown above, necessary to

go through in order to achieve ultimate happiness. However, as Lewis points

out, "We cannot know that we are acting at all, or primarily, for God's sake,

unless the material of the action is contrary to our inclinations, or (in other 

words) painful."42 Doing God's will is, at least initially, necessarily painful. 

This may sound a little like Kantian ethics43 but, unlike Kant, Lewis believes 

that only the fallen creature cannot surrender its will without pain. Saints, on

the other hand, although fallen, can and actually want to surrender their

wills. However, they were not always so willing. There was a time when

♦ they held on to their wills just like everyone else, but then there came a time 

when the saint, "with no desire to aid [him], stripped naked to the bare
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willing of obedience, embraces what is contrary to [his] nature, and does that 

for which only one motive is possible, [viz., to please God].44 Lewis 

believes that, while the first surrendering of the will may be painful, once 

that initial step is made and we turn towards God, self-surrender becomes

easier. Following Aristotle's virtue ethics, Lewis believes that "the better a

man is the more he will like [surrendering his will to God]."45

However, not all humans are saints, and some choose to try to find

their own way to happiness instead of following God's. It is important to

note that both submitting and not submitting our wills to God lead to some

sort of pain sooner or later. However, one pain is temporary and the other 

permanent. By choosing to follow God's way, we are choosing to undergo a

temporary pain [viz., the pain caused by giving up our wills) for eternal

happiness; by choosing our own path instead of God's, we are choosing a

temporary good and eternal pain.

This eternal pain is a pain of loss because we have ultimately lost that

for which we were created, our own happiness. This eternal pain is also

known as Hell. Lewis' view on Hell is extremely enlightening. He says,

The characteristic of lost souls is "their rejection of everything 
that is not simply themselves". [The damned soul] has tried to 
turn everything he meets into a province or appendage of the
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self. The taste for the other, that is, the very capacity for 
enjoying good, is quenched in him except in so far as his body 
still draws him into some rudimentary contact with an outside

• world. Death removes this last contact. He has his wish—to
live wholly in the self and to make the best of what he finds 
there. And what he finds there is Hell.46

For Lewis, Hell is not literally a pit of fire with little goat-men poking

everyone with pitchforks, but Hell is simply aloneness with your selfish self.

This idea of Hell is perfectly compatible with Lewis' belief that

choosing your self over God is the "basic sin behind all particular sins." In

choosing not to repent a sin, we are saying that whatever we got out of that

sin is what we choose to be part of our ultimate "happiness," even though it

is against God's plan. So, in the end, we are choosing to be separated from

God by choosing what we think is best. God lets us have what we choose,

and what we've chosen are barriers to our own happiness.

This view of Hell is also compatible with the idea of free will.

"Forgiveness needs to be accepted as well as offered if it is to be complete: 

and a man who admits no guilt can accept no forgiveness.'47 With this kind

of Hell, God is giving the person what he wants, what he chose. It is as

Satan said in Milton's Paradise Lost, "I myself am my own Hell." God

couldn't have created anything purely evil, and so when Satan chose to turn
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away from God and follow his own selfish will, he alienated himself from

* God's selfless Love, and was wholly absorbed by his own selfishness. The 

same thing happens to us when we choose our way instead of God's way: 

we are absorbed by our own selfishness.

Pain Caused by Others

This section deals with the different ways we hurt each other, which

we do in one of two ways. The first is when we directly hurt each other.

The second is caused by an indirect connection of everyone's suffering.

We all have been hurt by other people; they may say or do something

to us that hurts us. The reason people do this goes back to the Fall: "When

souls become wicked they will certainly use this possibility [of meeting other

souls] to hurt one another; and this, perhaps, accounts for four-fifths of the 

sufferings of men."48 Since we have chosen to go against God's plan for 

happiness, we hurt each other. Lewis continues, "It is men, not God, who

have produced racks, whips, prisons, slavery, guns, bayonets, and bombs; it 

is by human avarice or human stupidity, not by the churlishness of nature,

♦ that we have poverty and overwork."49 We, the human race, cause most of 

our own pains. This all goes back to what I said at the beginning about
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"natural evils" only being evils in relation to how they affect humans. God 

may in fact be the ultimate cause of earthquakes, floods, and fires, but we are 

the cause of holocausts, wars, and poverty.

Humans, again, are the cause of most of our suffering. All of us have

suffered at the hands of others at times during our lives, and we remember

those times perhaps far better than anything else. However, we do not as

easily remember the times we have made others suffer.

One not so obvious way we make others suffer is through sharing our

own pains. People who love us often go through as much agony as we do, if

not more. A mother sees her child hurt and she feels for the child, not only

pity for the child's anguish, but also an inner turmoil of thinking that perhaps

this injury was avoidable and that she could have prevented it. The child's

pain is not increased by the amount it cries, but the mother's is. (I am

speaking, of course, of a good mother.) Even if the child does not cry at all,

the mother still suffers alongside the child.

At one time or another, everyone has gone to, if not their mother,

someone with whom to share their discomforts. The same thing happens

each time: the person with the hurt feels anywhere from completely better to

not at all better. The other person, assuming that he is a caring person,
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always feels worse. What has happened here? The first person, in order to 

relieve some of his suffering, has caused suffering in the second person.

This is not only caused by physical pain, but also wants, needs, and other 

feelings. "I want this toy," the child tells its mother. "Well, you can't have it 

now, you'll just have to wait for your birthday," the mother patiently replies.

"But I want it, I yvant it!" the child cries. This hurts the mother, for she

would love to give the child everything it wants, but either because she can't

afford it, or doesn't want to spoil the child, she does not get the child the toy.

The child may respond in a most dreadful way and say something like, "I

hate you," which hurts the mother even more. I know I've said that to my

mother, and hence, I've caused her suffering. I've caused many people 

suffering with my complaints and many people have caused me to suffer in 

this way. We have all made others to suffer because we were suffering, and

we have all suffered at the hands of others because they were suffering.

All this kind of suffering is caused by selfishness. If we truly looked

on things from the other person's point of view, we would see the sense of 

the Golden Rule: "Do unto others as you'd have done unto you." This

• Golden Rule might be called the Golden Fact. If I cause someone else to

suffer in any way, I will eventually, in this life or the next, realize that fact,
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and when I do, not only will I feel the same pain, but also a greater pain

* because I caused it. In other words, "What goes around, comes around."

The person I hurt could say, "I'm glad that you see what you caused, and I'm

glad you feel bad," but would later have to realize the same thing I had

realized. The cycle would go on ad infinitum if we both continued to be

selfish. It is only in unselfish forgiveness that the vicious cycle can be

ended.

This idea, that our pain is all connected, is one of the basic themes of

Lewis' novel, Till We Have Faces. He says, "We're all limbs and parts of 

one Whole. Hence, of each other."50 All human pain is almost 

"metaphysically" united so that when we suffer, all suffer along with us. In

his story, a woman, Orual, goes through her life complaining against the

gods for all the pain she suffers. A major cause of her suffering was the 

abduction and marriage of her beloved little sister, Psyche, by a god. In the 

beginning, before the gods take Psyche away to be married to the "god of the 

mountain," Orual constantly tries to turn Psyche from going to the gods, 

whom Orual believes to be monsters. Psyche, on the other hand, believes

♦ that the gods are beautiful beyond imagination, and therefore goes to the 

gods. Later, when she is allowed to visit Psyche in a palace of the gods
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(which she cannot see or feel, even though Psyche can), Orual even goes so

far as to cut her own arm and threaten suicide if Psyche does not use a

lantern to look at her husband to see if he is a beautiful god or a horrible

monster.

In the end, Orual discovers that when she tried to convince Psyche to

do these things and to "Come back. Come back. Back to the old world

where we were happy together," she was actually tempting Psyche away

from her true happiness, which in the end also ended up being Orual's true

happiness as well. Orual thought that she knew what would make Psyche 

and herself happy, and in so doing, almost destroys the happiness of both of

them forever. The more Orual suffered, by cutting her arm for example, to

change Psyche's mind, the more Psyche had to suffer to keep her stance of 

following the gods to Orual's and her own ultimate happiness. Thus Orual

caused her beloved Psyche to suffer for her sake. However, Orual later finds

out that, besides the times she deliberately suffered to change Psyche's mind,

all her own pains helped prevent Psyche from suffering, even though Orual

did not recognize it at the time.

♦
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It is so with each of our lives; we complain to the ones we love, we

think we know how to make them happy, but in so doing we only cause them

to suffer more.

In summary, we must either suffer the temporary pain of surrendering

our wills to God, or the eternal self-caused pain of Hell. And we cause

others to suffer, either by hurting them directly, or causing them pain

indirectly.

Other Responses to Pain

This section deals with the responses to pain as suggested by several

other philosophers. First, stoicism and Buddhism are similar philosophies 

whose responses to pain actually are no response. Second, Epicureanism

and Utilitarianism are both hedonisms which hold that pain is the ultimate

evil. Finally, Boethius answers the Theodicy question in a similar manner as

I do.

Stoicism and Buddhism both hold that the best way to deal with pain

is basically to ignore it. While their reasons behind this are different, the 

♦ effects are the same. The ultimate goal for the Buddhist is to be released

from all pain, which they believe is caused by all cravings. The Buddhist
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looks at pain as a temptation by the cravings; therefore, it is to be ignored5.1 

Stoics also believe that pain should be ignored. However they think that it
*

should be ignored not because of detachment from the world as the Buddhist

holds, but simply because they believe people should have tranquil

indifference to all parts of life, including pain.

Epicureanism and Utilitarianism are very similar to each other in their

presuppositions. Each holds that what determines the goodness of something 

is how much pleasure it causes; something is evil if it causes pain52 

Therefore, pain should be avoided at all costs.

For all four of these philosophies, pain is basically meaningless. They

all cower away from pain either by denying or avoiding it. For such a large 

part of life, it is outrageous to think pain has no meaning. Christianity, on 

the other hand, admits that pain actually hurts (unlike the stoics and the 

Buddhists), but does not avoid it, (like the Epicureans and Utilitarians).

Rather, Christianity accepts pain as part of God's creation which does not

have to control us and which can be used for good. Boethius, for instance,

sees pain as something that corrects vice in the vicious person, or exercises 

♦ virtue through striving with adversity in the virtuous person5.3 Pain gives a
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person the opportunity to become something better, and this way of looking 

at it, therefore, is doing something positive with pain.
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Part II: The Response:

What To Do About It
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If pain is a just Divine punishment, a Divine moral warning, and most

importantly Divine love, (as I have shown it to be), we must change our
t

attitudes towards it. It can no longer be viewed as the wrath of an angry

God, but rather should be viewed as a just punishment, (which gives us a

moral warning that we are not working for our own good), from a loving

God Who wants nothing but the ultimate good for each of us. Once we

change the way we view pain, our responses to it should also change. In this 

second part of the ethics of pain, I present the responses to pain Christians 

should have. The response I wish to present is not a law-based ethics which

offers a strict code of do's and don'ts to live by. Instead, I will form a

"personal," or character-based, ethics that shows how a person should react 

to a certain stimulus, namely pain. I first present the three basic Christian 

responses to pain: following God's will; neither avoiding pain at all costs, 

nor seeking it out as a good in itself; and helping others with their pains.

After that, I will propose three special ways of positively responding to pain

by using it for good.

Although, Lewis calls pain an "unmistakable evil," he also quotes

> Aquinas as saying, "(suffering) was not a thing not good in itself, but a thing

which might have a certain goodness in particular circumstances.'44 Pain is
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not inherently evil, it can be used for some good. It all depends on how one

responds to pain. "Pain, like pleasure, can be so received [as wholly bad in

its effects]: all that is given to a creature with free will must be two-edged, 

not by the nature of the giver or the gift, but by the nature of the recipient.65

Besides Boethius, all the other philosophers I presented above responded by

treating pain as meaningless. In contrast, the response I present treats pain as

meaningful-, pain can be used for some good. There are three ways to

respond to pain meaningfully and each way corresponds to one of the three 

ways of justifying God's allowance of pain. A Christian should, first of all, 

use pain to strengthen his virtue, to make himself better, and thus avoid

eternal punishment. The other two responses are more closely related to

each other than the first. The second response is for a Christian to remember

the Crucifixion, and thus compelling himself to avoid sin, because they cause

Jesus to suffer. The Crucifixion is also part of the final response: pain as a

reminder of God's love and forgiveness. This will demonstrate how a

Christian should view his own pain as united to the Crucifixion, thus

becoming an experience of God's love for us. Because of this love, a

• Christian should be joyful, even in pain, so that he may empty himself of all

that does not lead to God and thus be made ready for the ultimate good.
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The Christian Response

Because God uses pain as a punishment, a warning, and a sign, at
♦

least, of His love for us, obviously, one of the first things that a Christian

should do in response to pain is follow the Will of God, even to the point of

accepting pain. But is this actually possible? If we by our own choices

choose to be separated from our happiness, yet in order to get that happiness

back we must choose to surrender our will back to God, which is painful,

then there seems to be no hope. However, following God's Will is not

impossible. Lewis says,

Lest we should think this [following God's Will] a hardship, this 
kind of good begins on a level far above the creatures, for God 
Himself, as Son, from all eternity renders back to God as Father 
by filial obedience the being which the Father by paternal love 
eternally generates in the Son. This is the pattern which man 
was made to imitate.56

God does not ask us to do anything unbearable, and proof of this is the 

perfect obedience of Jesus. Although Jesus is fully God, He is also fully

human,57 and is thus the perfect example of virtue to strive after. "In 

humbling Himself, He has given us an example to imitate ... by His poverty

He calls us to accept freely the privation and persecutions that may come our
a
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Since Jesus accepted His pain, another basic response a Christian

should have is not to avoid their pains at all costs. This, however, does not

mean that we should necessarily seek pain out. Lewis says, "Whatever its

merits, self-torture is quite a different thing from tribulation sent by God.

Everyone knows that fasting is a different experience from missing your 

dinner by accident or through poverty.'69 We are not required to seek out as 

much pain as we can find, but only to accept the pain that God gives us.

This also does not mean that we cannot ever avoid it. Lewis says, "A duly

subordinated intention to avoid [pain], using lawful means, is in accordance

with 'nature'—that is, with the whole working system of creaturely life for 

which the redemptive work of tribulation is calculated.'60 We can avoid pain 

if, by so doing, we do not go against the Will of God. Virtue, which is the 

middle way between two extremes, is found by avoiding pain when this is

not going against the Will of God, and by accepting it when we either cannot

avoid it, or when by avoiding it we would be going against the Will of God.

Jesus is, again, the perfect example. He said in the Garden of Gethsemane,

according to Matthew 26: 39, "Father, if it is possible, let this cup pass from

# Me; yet, not My will, but Yours be done." Jesus, in this act, demonstrated

His unselfishness.
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As I mentioned in the intermission above, Hell is caused by not

surrendering our wills to God, or, in a word, selfishness. The other aspect of

pain is the pain caused by other people's selfishness. Lewis, as quoted

above, believes that four-fifths of all human pain is caused by other people;

and of the remaining fifth, the pain we cause ourselves, or is caused by

nature, I'm sure a large part is caused by our own selfishness.

Regardless of the exact figures, one thing is clear: a large part of pain

is caused by selfishness. While we cannot do anything about other people's

selfishness and the pain we might suffer as a result, we can reduce the

overall pain in the world by following Jesus' example and being unselfish

ourselves and submitting our wills to God's. This will greatly reduce, if not

totally eliminate, the chances of our everlasting pain, and it will also help

prevent causing other people's pain. When we ourselves do suffer, we can

reduce, or take on, the suffering of those we love. Recall my example of the

hurt child and its mother. The child's suffering is diminished when it sees its

mother hurt merely because she sees the child. Do we not we all feel just a

little bit better each time the ones we love are distraught by our own injuries?

< I believe this is not by mere coincidence. I believe that, perhaps in

some metaphysical way which we cannot or do not understand, we actually
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are taking away part of the hurt one's pain. C. S. Lewis claimed to have 

taken on the sufferings of his wife, Joy Davidman, for a time?1 One day he 

was praying by his wife's bed, asking that he be allowed to take on her pain.

While he was praying, Joy reportedly got better and remained relatively in

good health for a few years. Lewis, in the meantime, became sick.

To what degree Lewis actually took his wife's physical pain on

himself is not really important. If nothing else, it demonstrates that we can

actually help relieve others' sufferings when we sympathize with them and

"take on their pain" in that way. There are also times when we can really

take on other people's tribulations, whether helping an elderly person carry 

groceries or actually dying in place of someone, as Saint Maximillian Kolbe 

did in Auschwitz.62 If there are times when we, like Lewis, actually do take 

on other people's pain, we should not be surprised; after all, as Lewis points

out, "It was allowed to One [Jesus],... He has done vicariously whatever

can be so done."63

Life is full of opportunities to help others, even if the people we help

do not recognize it at the time. There is a beautiful passage in Lewis' The

H Screwtape Letters which describes a man's entering Heaven after his death:

51



He had no faintest conception till that very hour of how they 
[other people's souls and angels] would look, and even doubted 
their existence. But when he saw them he knew that he had

♦ always known them and realised what part each one of them 
had played at many an hour in his life when he had supposed 
himself alone, so that now he could say to them, one by one, not 
"Who are you?" but "So it wasy'ow all the time."64

Even though we ourselves might not recognize it when others help us, we

can help other people with their pains through our own suffering (among

other things, such as prayer). There will come a time when these people,

when we, recognize just how much all of us have been helped—through

other people's unselfishness.

One might ask: If pain is a punishment, a warning, and even love

from God, then why should anyone work to relieve other people's pains?

After all, it seems like this is taking away the opportunity for them to

become better.

I would answer that normally when we relieve somebody's pain, it

does not change the punishment, warning, or love; instead, it helps make the

suffering person more able to bear that pain.

In summary, the general Christian response is based on virtue.

* Therefore, a Christian does not avoid pain at all costs, nor seeks it out. 

Rather, he accepts pain as part of God's plan, and follows God's way instead
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of his own. The Christian uses Christ as an example of virtue, and therefore 

is not selfish, and strives not only to avoid causing others suffering, but also
f

to prevent and alleviate their suffering.

Pain Used to Test and Strengthen Virtue

Pain as a test of virtue is the first positive response to pain. It is very

similar to Boethius' response, but it also incorporates the other things said

about pain so far as well. This section shows how pain is actually necessary

to tell true virtue from false. It will also show how a virtuous person should

be able to use pain to make himself more virtuous.

Pain provides an opportunity to do good and prove the depth of a

person's love for another. Without suffering, there could not be any real

virtue. Take honesty for example. What does it matter if someone tells the

truth if no risk or harm is involved? Anyone would tell the truth if it brought

no harm to himself. It is only when being honest will result in some sort of

suffering (including missing out on a material good, such as some lost

money being found), that an honest man can be distinguished from the

> dishonest man.
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Pain is a test of virtue. Only when faced with adversity does our true 

character come out, "like gold that's tested in fire." If there were no

suffering, then we could not tell our true friends from our "fair weather"

friends. More importantly, we would not know our own character. Lewis 

says, "God has not been trying an experiment on my faith or love [by making 

me suffer] in order to find out their quality. He knew it already. It was I

who didn't."65 In our trials, God shows us who we really are, our real selves.

Without suffering we all would feel happy, but I would compare this

kind of happiness to a state of being "high" on drugs—the happiness is not

real, but only an illusion. If we go through life always feeling happy, then

life really has no point. By having obstacles and difficulties to overcome, we

not only learn the strength of our spirits, but we actually increase this 

strength. (Boethius, as I said, likens pain to exercise for the soul66) True, 

we may at times fail in overcoming these obstacles, but how we deal with

our defeats is a whole new challenge in itself, a whole new obstacle to

overcome. The greatest victory is the one that defies impossible odds and

comes back from previous seemingly damning defeats. It is these kinds of

A victories that make our lives meaningful and important. To live, we must

take risks, otherwise our lives would be dull and boring; when we become
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old, we would look back on our lives and wish we had done something more. 

Are we to limit ourselves to mediocrity, or do we strive to live lives that are
♦

extraordinary? If we choose the latter, then we are choosing to take the risk

of pain, of rejection, and of suffering "outrageous fortunes." However, in so

doing, we can better ourselves.

Pain as a Reminder of the Crucifixion: It Does Matter

Pain as a reminder of the Crucifixion is the second response to pain.

In this section, I will first explain why Jesus suffered. Second, I will present

some meditations on our sins, which will show how our sins cause the pain

of the Crucifixion.

Earlier I said that God uses pain to show us that we need to be

reconciled with Him. However, God loves us so much that He did not just

show us that we need to be reconciled to Him; He also chose to actually 

make it possible for us to be reunited to Him, and He did this through the

Incarnation. God became man so that man could be reconciled with God.

By our sins and self-centeredness, we turned away from God. We alienated 

• ourselves from His Love, and thus we needed a mediator to bring us back.
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This mediator came in the Person of Jesus Christ. Through His life, and 

especially through His death, Jesus formed a bridge back to God.

However, when we continue to choose to sin, we cause pain in the

world and pain in Christ. It is as if each time we sin, we are causing the

Crucifixion all over again for Jesus; we are giving another reason for Jesus to

suffer. We must recognize how selfish we are being when we choose our

own will over God's.

So before we cross the bridge (that is, Christ) back to God, let me 

offer the following meditations on our sins?7 "If you take your sins lightly, 

take a good hard look at the Crucifix and think again.'68 My sins put Him

there. The evil that I committed nailed Him to the cross. How can I even

stand my own existence? But God put me on earth for a reason, He rejoiced

at not only my birth, but at my very conception. He created me then for 

some purpose, for some good purpose, for He could not have created me for

evil, and none but He could have created me. He created me as good and for

good. But human nature has a flaw—concupiscence (the inclination to sin),

the origin of which we are told by Scripture and the Church is from Adam

> and Eve's, humankind's, fall. And so my free will, which should desire

nothing but Him, desires that which alienates me from Him.
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If only I had never given in to that first temptation when I must have

thought, "Oh, it doesn't matter." If only I had rather thought, "It does matter!

By God (literally), it does matter!" And not only with my first temptation, 

but with each subsequent temptation, thought that it does matter. If I only 

had realized that each time I gave into these temptations, I was crucifying 

my Lord, my Creator, all over again. Yet I have known this and still I sin. I 

either thought (or acted as if) "It doesn't matter," or I forgot.

I forgot? How could I possibly forget? Can He forget He suffers the

Crucifixion all over again with each and every little sin of every single

person in the world? Each Sacrifice of the Eucharist is eternally united with 

the Sacrifice of the Cross,69 and so just as Christ's redeeming power of the 

Cross is re-actualized with each Eucharist, so Christ's suffering is re

actualized with each sin.70 So how can I forget that, when I choose to sin, 

when I choose to say "It doesn't matter," that the One most deserving of all

my love will suffer, has already suffered, more than I can imagine because of

my choice.

And for whaf! Nothing I could get from sinning could be worth

making Him suffer so. No avoidance of punishment, no amount of pleasure,

or wealth, or power, nothing is worth putting Him on the Cross. "What

57



profits a man if he gain the whole world, but to lose his immortal soul?" Or,

"What profits a man if he gain the whole world, but through a single sin?" It
$

would take a true Christian indeed to even think twice if offered the world in

exchange for committing a single, tiny, venial sin. Most would think, "It

doesn't matter. Think of all the good that I could do. Besides, I can go to

Confession." Yet, how many would say they would kill their best friend in

order to gain the world? Not too many. Yet, even still, of these remaining

few, how many would kill their best friend for a few moments of pleasure, or

to escape some punishment? Sad, but true, there are some people who

would.

But who are these few, self-centered, perverse, psychopaths? They

are you and I! We all are. Every single one of us, for we have all sinned, 

and in so doing have slaughtered, not just a friend, not a best friend, nor even

a mother or father, nor a child, nor a spouse, but even worse, our Lord and

Creator; the One who gave all of us life, and everything in life; the One who

knows us better than we do ourselves because we are so loved by Him. And

we have crucified Him. On Palm Sunday, when taking part in the Passion

< Narratives when everybody in the congregation says, "Crucify Him! Crucify

Him! We want Barabbas," how many times have we thought, had we lived
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back then, we would never be in that crowd yelling for His death. But we

are not even the crowd, nor even the soldiers who nailed Jesus to the Cross.

No, we are the Sanhedrin, the ones who wanted Jesus dead because He was a

threat to what we wanted. We spit in His face, scourge Him, and utter

blasphemies, and then for an hour on Sunday we dress Him in a purple robe,

and treat Him like a king. But it is only a mockery, we really want Him up

on the cross, bleeding, jeered at, and naked. We want Him to suffer so we

can have what we want. We are saying and doing all this with each and

every sin we commit.

Therefore, a positive response to pain is the avoidance of sin. If we

realize how much pain we cause Jesus each time we sin, we might stop

before we sin and think, "It does matter."

Pain as a Reminder of God’s Love and Forgiveness

For God so loved the world that He gave His only Son, so that 
anyone who believes in Him might not perish but might have 
eternal life. (John 3:16)

The third and last Christian response to pain is thinking of pain as a

+ reminder of God's love and forgiveness. The first part of this section will

show how we can unite our pain to the Crucifixion. This will demonstrate
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how pain can be an experience of God's love. The second part will explore

the forgiveness that flows from this love.

In spite of all the times we do sin God still chose to die for us. God, 

being perfectly just, demands that our sins be accounted for, that we pay the

consequences of our actions. We incurred a sort of debt by choosing to go

against God's will, and thus, we deserve to suffer. But, this Jesus, One 

without sin, comes and offers to pay the price for all of us; and the

price—death. God chose to make it possible for us to be reunited to Him

through suffering! "Through His death we are reborn." Thus, in this way of 

looking at it, our sins formed a sort of chasm between us and God, and the

wood of the Cross formed a bridge over the chasm. Through Jesus’

suffering, God says, "Look, I love you so much, that I would die for you."

This effect itself is recognized by most Christians, but they usually do not

think about the implications of this effect in relation to their own suffering.

When we suffer, we usually do not will that we suffer. God, however, willed

His suffering; He freely chose to suffer, to suffer for somebody, for us. We

seem to suffer pointlessly. So how can our suffering be related to His?

> In one way, it cannot. We deserve our pain; He didn’t deserve His.

But this does not mean that we cannot learn something about His suffering
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through ours. We generally become very self-absorbed when something

painful happens to us. We don’t care if others are hurt around us; we just

want proper attention to be paid to us until those pains are alleviated. We

certainly don’t think much about God, unless it is to ask Him, "Why? Why?"

And I doubt the Crucifixion often crosses anyone’s mind. However, this is

exactly what we should do.

For example, I thought about the Crucifixion once during a recent

painful experience. Last summer, I was in a bike accident which left my

knees, my shoulders, my arms, and, most significantly, my face and the

palms of my hands all tom and embedded with gravel. I remember the first 

thing I thought of when I saw my bloody hands was the Stigmata? No, this 

was not a God-given miracle: other than a scar on my chin, I now have no

outer signs of the accident (in contrast, Stigmatists usually carry the wounds

throughout their whole lives). However, as the nurse in the emergency room 

picked and washed the gravel out from underneath the skin of my hands, I

thought of Jesus being nailed to the cross. I remembered what I had read in

my research for this thesis: that God was telling me something through this

0 pain. Then it hit me. He was telling me, "I’ve been there . . . for you." God

was telling me how much He loved me! While I only had mere gravel
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embedded in my hands, Jesus had had nails driven all the way through His;

the pain I was feeling was a mere fraction of the pain that He had suffered,

and suffered so that I might be truly happy\

Therefore, we can participate in God's love of the world simply by

uniting our pain to the pain of the Crucifixion. In so doing, we actually

participate some way in salvation. "The sacrifice of Christ is repeated, or re

echoed, among His followers in very varying degrees, from the cruellest 

martyrdom down to a self-submission of intention.'72 When we look at our 

pain as united to the Passion of our Lord, something changes. Suddenly we

are comforted by knowing the fact that Jesus has been where we are. It is

even more comforting knowing that He was there for us solely because He

loves us so much. We suddenly realize that by going outside ourselves we

see how the two Passions (Jesus’ then and ours now) are united in some way,

perhaps in a similar manner to the way Orual's and Psyche's sufferings were

united.73

I said earlier that we could learn something about Jesus’ suffering

through ours. Even though we deserve to suffer, we still learn how awful it

• feels and how awful He felt. So even as our pain increases, His increased . .

. and so, too, the expression of the depth of His love. Suddenly, we begin to

62



realize this depth of His love, and are filled with spiritual joy that our God

loves us so much that He would go through such pain to save us from our

selfishness. We realize that pain is not a direct sign of God’s love, but rather

an indirect sign—with each stab of pain, we can imagine Jesus having the

same stab but saying always, "For them, for them. It’s worth it, I do it for

them."

No matter what we do to God, or how we consider Him to be or not be

in our lives, He will always love us. Jesus' parable of the prodigal son

demonstrates this. God is always willing to forgive and welcome us back

with open arms. However, this does not mean that we can do whatever we

wish. We must return to following His rules and His way in order to be

united to Him. God never alienates Himself from us; we alienate ourselves

from Him. As Lewis says, "The doors of hell are locked on the inside."74

A friend of mine once described his view of Christ. He sees Christ on

the Crucifix, dying in pain. However he cannot look Christ in the face, but

only at His feet. With all his sins, he feels unworthy to look at Christ. Yet

he also hears Christ constantly calling him by name to look up and see the

9 source of his salvation, to cast aside the weight of his sins.

63



We fail to realize that it is our own attachment to our sins that keep us

from being united to God. We believe that He cannot forgive us because oure
sins are too great. Or, perhaps in our foolish pride we cannot admit that we

need forgiveness, or do not wish to ask for forgiveness again. Whatever the

case, we assume that God will be too shocked, embarrassed, or angry to

forgive; but we are mistaken. God does not exist in time; He is eternal and 

outside the boundaries of time.75 He also knows everything eternally. So 

God knew before He was crucified each and every one of our sins. "God 

proves His love for us in that while we were still sinners Christ died for us" 

{Romans 5: 8). He knew them all, and yet He still chose to die for us! God 

is not going to ask, "You did what?” when we confess our sins. He already 

knows them, and just cannot wait to forgive us; but we must first ask. We 

hesitate, we delay. "Oh, I don't know. I was really bad. I just... can't ask 

for forgiveness." We are afraid. But afraid of what? Not being forgiven is 

infinitely worse than being forgiven.76

So what of pain? We should thank God for it as a tangible reminder

that He went through much more for us. God wants to make us aware of 

# how much He loves us, and pain is one of the ways He does that. When we

suffer, we get a taste of what He went through, of what He goes through for
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us. When we experience pain, we should thank the Lord for His tremendous 

love, for He loved us so much that He died a horrifying death for us. "God

proves His love for us in that while we were still sinners Christ died for us,"

{Romans 5: 8). While we were still sinners, God freely suffered greatly for

our sakes. But we tend to forget, so through pain, He sends us reminders of

the Crucifixion, and thus, of His great love. By using pain to remind

ourselves of God's love and forgiveness, we realize that we are meant to be

truly happy, and so respond with joy. God loves us so much that He died so

that we might be truly happy.

♦
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Conclusion

*
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The existence of pain, of something "unpleasant," has posed a problem 

to humanity ever since it began. Some explain it as the wrath of an angry 

God, while others say that either it is not real or it is the ultimate evil.

However, there are others, like Boethius, C. S. Lewis, and myself who

explain pain as not something to be ignored and avoided, but as part of the 

plan of an all-good, all-powerful, and all-loving Creator. Many people 

question whether such a God would allow suffering in His creation. The 

ethics of pain is not only my answer to this question, but also the response

we Christians should have towards pain.

God created us to be happy. However, we choose to go against and

remain in opposition to God's Will, which, in fact, is going against our own

ultimate happiness. Faced with three options: not punishing humans, and

therefore dooming humans to unhappiness; totally annihilating the human

race, which also would not be good for us; or punishing us in this life with

suffering, God chose the last of these options. This left open the possibility

of humans having more meaning to their existence than mere animals. Thus,

God clearly acted more than fairly, or justly in so doing.

God wants us to be happy, but He does not want us to be content with

mere material happiness. He wants happiness to permeate our whole being.
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Through our pain, God gives us a warning that, if we are to be this happy, we 

need to empty ourselves of all that does not lead to Him. Through pain, God

removes our illusion that we know better than He what is best for us. Since

we do have this illusion, God sends an unmistakable warning, so that we

may become happy; therefore, in so doing, He truly acted morally. This

shows how much He loves us because He does not merely want us to feel

happy, but wants us to be truly happy.

True love is not merely kindness. It wants what is best for the

beloved, what will make the beloved truly happy; kindness only wants the

person to feel happy. We are kind to strangers, but we want those we love 

(whether the beloved be a piece of art, an animal, a child, or a spouse), to be 

happy in the long run, even if that means suffering something unpleasant in

the short run. Therefore, God's action is good.

Since pain exists for the sake of justice, morality, and our good, it has

been proven to be ethical and the Theodicy question has been answered.

This leaves only our response to pain, which clearly cannot be the same as

before. Therefore, we should respond to pain positively, rather than treating

it as meaningless.
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Pain should teach us to strive to live lives of virtue, to use pain as a

way to better ourselves, to become more like Christ. We should neither

avoid pain at all costs, nor seek it out, unless it be the Will of God. Pain

should teach us not to cause others to suffer, but to help relieve them of their

suffering.

Pain reminds us of the Passion of our Lord. It teaches us to better

avoid sin, for by sinning we are crucifying Jesus all over again. Pain teaches

us to think, "It does matter," before we sin again.

Our pain give us some idea of what Jesus went through for us. 

Therefore, whenever we undergo tribulation, we should think of the Passion,

and thus be reminded of God's great love for us: even though we choose to

sin, God still chose to die for us so that we might be reunited to Him.

Therefore, pain should remind us of God's mercy\ It should remind us that 

God does not push us out of Heaven (or true happiness), but rather, we push

ourselves out by sinning. Thus, we should learn to ask and accept God's

forgiveness for our sins.

We have been created for joy, not for despair. Joy comes from God,

H Who always desires our happiness, even when He allows us to suffer;

despair comes from the devil. When we sin, we feel guilty and despair that
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we have again sinned, that we have again chosen to crucify our Lord. Yet,

we should also remind ourselves that even though God knew that we would

choose our selfish ends over Him by sinning, He still freely chose to die a

terrible death for us, so that, in the end, we may be truly joyful. So how can 

we despair, knowing that God loves us so much? Can anything be more 

important than that? Should we ever despair when there is so much cause to 

be joyful? No. Even in pain, since it reminds us of God's own suffering and 

it exists because of God's great love for us, we should rejoice.
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