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The Cross, symbol of suffering. 

In the Benefice we are often brought up painfully against the problem of suffering and this week we 

are only too aware of one of our churchwardens rapidly nearing the end of her life in and out of the 

LOROS Hospice. It brings us up sharp with the problem of suffering. 

I used to climb with a friend who was brought up a Roman Catholic.  His climbing experience was far 

greater than mine and he had spent some time climbing in the Himalaya. He was greatly influenced 

by Buddhism whose attitude to suffering to him seemed frivolous. They would flee from it. But the 

focus of Christianity is the cross, the symbol of suffering.  As my friend took on family responsibilities 

– including the experience of suffering – his Christian faith was re-ignited. 

I’m sure this anecdote does not do justice to that noble religion but it does highlight the meaning of 

the cross for us Christians. In is central to our faith. At the start of our creed, we state that ‘We 

believe in God the Father Almighty’. If God is almighty, then why does he allow suffering?  Is it 

punishment? Has he lost control or is suffering imaginary?  

 

God’s Power? 

We often think of God as a parent and parents sometimes have to take their children to task and 

administer discipline; sometimes punishment. But if punishment is to be effective, it has to be 

relative to the crime.   

But given the scale of innocent suffering we are aware of today – the innocent Afghans, the victims 

of earthquake, flood or fire – it seems outrageous that this could be inflicted by a loving God!  And 

why is our churchwarden suffering when she has led such a caring life?  The Old Testament God 

might be charged with regular punishment but that is not his nature as shown to us by Jesus. We can 

dismiss that idea. 

Perhaps God has lost control. Many folk believe in an equal power of good and evil and Satan seems 

to get the upper hand. But such an idea seems contrary to our tradition and questions the power of 

the cross specifically. Why would God create a world which was out of control and subject people to 

unlimited suffering? 

God is the creator of the world and it is good but – for whatever reasons - it is not perfect. We have 

our part to play. He gives us space to make our own decisions in order that we can learn value and 

the ability to love.  In doing so, we make mistakes and cause pain, often serious and unintended 

suffering. If God eliminated our free-will, then there may be less suffering in the world, but it would 

reduce us to robots. So, we can continue to believe that God is almighty but, in his generosity, he 

gives us the freedom to make mistakes. 

 

Finally, we know that suffering is real. It does have a physical purpose. It teaches us not to put our 

hands on the cooker for instance but perhaps it has a moral purpose too?  



 

 

‘A Vale of Soul-making'? 

One astonishing result of Jane’s illness is the way the village has rallied round to help in so many 

ways.  It’s as if all those well-intentioned but sleepy networks have somehow come alive – and you 

are to be commended for it. If Jane had not been ill, would that have happened?  If the traveller on 

the Jericho Road had not been robbed, would there have been a Good Samaritan? If Christ had not 

been crucified, would there be a resurrection..... and infinite hope of glory? 

Here is one possible way to understand the mystery of suffering.  The world is not perfect yet we 

know that good exists. Keats called it ‘a vale of soul-making'. Could it be a preparation for a better 

life, both here and in the future? 

We can only countenance such an argument because God himself accepted suffering and death on 

the cross. Jane has a small wooden holding cross beside her to grip when things get tough. It marries 

us to suffering and to God.   

The famous television presenter and agnostic Robert Robinson always carried a small wooden cross 

in his pocket.  He had no idea why and yet he did so. It is the cross which hovers in the background 

and occasionally casts its shadow over us that can only make sense of suffering in a world created by 

a God of love. Amen. 

 


