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Abstract
Suffering in relation to pain of the body or the mind is an 
inevitable experience for all humans. There are varying 
responses to suffering that can arise from the religious, or 
other, belief systems of individuals. Questioning the purpose 
of suffering is a commonplace preoccupation. The prevailing 
post-modern secular culture is dismissive of the value of 
religion to society and human wellbeing. However, anecdotal 
and study evidence points to religious belief alleviating 
suffering and improving quality of life. The major world 
religions offer differing constructs for understanding and 
responding to human suffering, which are explored.

Introduction
How to respond to the related, but distinct, phenomena of 
pain and suffering, our own and that of others, is a question 
that has preoccupied humans since the beginning of history. 
Pain can be quantified in physiological terms, and assessed 
as a medical problem, but this does little to help us 
understand our relationship with suffering or how to respond 
when it comes into our lives. The universal question of all 
religious believers is ‘Why is there suffering?’ or more 
existentially ‘Why do we perceive events as suffering?’

Why does a good and all-powerful God permit his creatures 
to suffer pain and death in the world he created?

In the Old Testament, Job, a very virtuous man, suffers an 
overwhelming loss of family members, reputation, 
possessions and, finally, his health. Nothing about his 
suffering makes any sense and he has done nothing to 
deserve it. But Judaism, Christianity and Islam all hold the 
belief that Satan had been given permission by God to test 
the depth of Job’s faith through various trials.

This paper explores the important role Christianity and other 
major world religions and ideologies have in our approach to 
the problem of bodily or mental pain and suffering. In a ‘post-
values’ secular world, religion is often dismissed as worthless, 
or worse, and there is little hope or comfort for sufferers. Yet, 
there is compelling anecdotal and growing research evidence 
that suffering is alleviated when it holds meaning for the 
sufferer in the context of belief. A recent Office for National 
Statistics (ONS) study2 linking religion and health, found that 
people who have faith tend to feel healthier or happier with 
their health. A 2016 study found a strong positive correlation 
between spirituality and happiness.3 More recently, it was also 
found that with an increase in religious belief the level of 
suffering decreased for sample group of haemodialysis 
patients.4

Religious belief systems re-affirm the innate value of humans 
and restore our dignity. Some can even offer a management 
strategy for our suffering that can lead us beyond a hopeless 
cycle of rejecting, escaping and being defeated by our pain.

Coming face-to-face with suffering
Recently my mother died in excruciating pain in a hospital 
ward, at the age of 93. Three weeks previously, apart from her 
‘ailments’, as she always described them, she had seemed set 
to reach 100 and receive the Queen’s telegram. But that was 
not to be. She was rushed to hospital one evening 
complaining of severe pain. As the days went by, the intensity 
of the pain in her lungs grew. She was diagnosed with cancer. 
Soon the ferocity of the cancer was such that she could hardly 
breathe. Looking on at her bedside, I felt helpless and 
powerless.

In the midst of her suffering, how should my mother have 
responded? Take Job’s wife’s advice: curse God and die? And 
how should I have responded: bow at the altar of despair and 
hurl accusations against God for causing my kindly mother 
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such intense suffering? The question has been asked 
throughout time: if God is good and all-powerful why does He 
allow His creatures to suffer pain? All the major religions of the 
world have sought to address the problem of suffering. For, as 
the Old Testament tells us, ‘man is born to trouble as surely as 
sparks fly upward’.i

Once when the pain was causing her to scream at high pitch, 
I went to find a nurse to see if the pain could be lessened. I 
found the nurses sitting and joking together; their only answer to 
my request was that I should wait and see the doctor. I have to 
say that this kind of response was an isolated and unusual 
example, for other nurses, in particular the Macmillan nurse, 
could not have shown greater understanding and sympathy. 
The doctors were exceptional in their care for her.

During that time, I sat with my mother and prayed for God to 
intervene, to heal if it be His will, to give her grace to bear the 
pain, or to take her so that she would be released from her 
suffering. But God was silent, or so it seemed.

The Church was silent too. I requested the hospital chaplain 
visit my mother, who was a Christian believer. Despite my 
repeated messages and phone calls, the chaplain never visited.

Confucianist, Buddhist and Hindu views of pain 
and suffering
The ancient philosophy or way of life of Confucianism, 
sometimes viewed as a religion, is still strongly influential in 
China and among Chinese people across the world. Its focus 
is on social harmony, collectivism and the family (past and 
present). Group goals and needs are prioritised over an 
individual’s desires or rights. Conversely, a person’s physical or 
psychological pain is seen as a family event, not an individual’s 
problem. Admitting to pain can be considered shameful and to 
cause loss of face for the whole family, so there is often a 
reluctance to discuss pain with health professionals because 
they are outside the family circle. A health care provider many 
need to visit many times, gradually building a relationship with 
the family as a whole, before the patient will be frank about 
their problems. Indeed, Chinese people generally take a stoical 
attitude to pain, with the result that they will not moan or 
scream and will even deny they have pain because they 
believe that to admit to it is a weakness.5

In the Buddhist view, pain is an experience and suffering is 
the way we relate to it – the story we create of the pain we 
experience. As a person’s attachments, cravings and desires 
diminish, so does their capacity to suffer, and the end of 
suffering comes when the mind is free from all attachments. 
This state of enlightenment is called nirvana, in which there is 
no anxiety or trouble of any sort.

Suffering is the central theme of Buddhism, which has no 
belief in God. The Four Noble Truths that comprise the essence 

of Buddha’s teachings are the truth of suffering, the truth of the 
cause of suffering, the truth of the end of suffering, and the truth 
of the path that leads to the end of suffering. In fact, the word 
dukkha, usually translated as ‘suffering’, has a much more 
complex meaning, comprising the following three elements:

�x Dukkha-dukkha (ordinary pain or suffering) – physical, 
emotional, psychological

�x Viparinama-dukkha (impermanence) – anything that is not 
permanent

�x Sankhara-dukkha (conditioned experience) – lack of 
satisfaction because everything disappoints and our desires 
cannot be properly fulfilled

‘Life is dukkha’, said Buddha. To be freed from dukkha a 
Buddhist must realise that it is not external things which create 
suffering but the ignorance of our minds and their erroneous 
thought-processes. So the ultimate solution to dukkha is the 
Eightfold Path of practical disciplines to eliminate the desires 
that cause dukkha and to achieve nirvana:

�x Right view
�x Right intention
�x Right speech
�x Right action
�x Right livelihood
�x Right effort
�x Right mindfulness
�x Right concentration

By contrast, Hinduism does not see any immediate 
possibility of escaping from suffering, for it is an integral part 
of life, albeit that life is nothing but transient appearances. 
Suffering must therefore be accepted and various schools of 
Hinduism teach different religious practices to try to achieve 
this. Yoga, for example, is one way of trying to recondition the 
mind and body for this purpose:

Hindu traditions promote acceptance of pain and suffering as 
the just working of karma. The practice of acceptance is also 
a means to a greater end. By accepting one’s condition, one 
becomes less attached to changing it. Acceptance of pain 
and detachment from any struggle with the experience of pain 
means that painful or pain-free states would be accepted 
equally. Detachment from the world, in order to be focused 
on God/The Ultimate, is a primary goal in Hindu traditions.6

There is, however, a future possibility of suffering-free existence, 
if a soul can escape the cycle of birth-death-rebirth called 
samsara. Desires and demonic nature (selfishness) are seen as 
the root cause of human suffering and the resultant bondage to 
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the samsara cycle, whose ‘symptoms’ include ageing, sickness 
and death.

An individual’s suffering in any one life is determined by karma, 
the principle that governs the unfolding of events, and is based 
for a person on the integrity with which they lived their previous 
lives. So Hinduism is not a fatalistic religion, as one’s destiny is 
shaped by one’s virtuous self-effort in the past. The more 
faithfully one follows one’s dharma (guidelines for living one’s life), 
the less one’s suffering in the next incarnation, but everyone 
hopes for moksha (complete release from samsara). For the 
ordinary Hindu, bhakti (devotion, worship) offers their best hope 
of gaining the grace and mercy of the Divine and thus a better 
state in their next incarnation. Individuals who believe that 
suffering is a consequence of bad actions in a previous life may 
refuse pain treatment, on the basis that they should accept their 
own karma.7

The three monotheistic religions’ perspectives  
on suffering
The three monotheistic religions, Judaism, Christianity and 
Islam, share the same perspective on the reason for suffering: 
either it is the painful result of sin, whether as a divine 
punishment or as cause and effect, or it is a God-ordained test.

Judaism, in its non-philosophic form, acknowledges the 
reality of evil and suffering. Indeed, God himself is often 
described as suffering with humankind. Humans have a 
responsibility to try to relieve the suffering of others, wherever 
they can. This may be a reason for the historic Jewish 
predilection for medicine and social reform. Jews are also 
commanded to suffer with the sufferer, and not indulge in their 
own enjoyment while another is in pain. Where suffering 
cannot be remedied it must be borne uncomplainingly.

Muslims are taught to see suffering as primarily a test of 
faith, enabling God to discover who is truly righteous. For 
suffering reveals a person’s soul to God. A true Muslim will 
remain faithful to God throughout the trials of life. So God not 
only allows our various troubles and struggles but has a 
purpose for them; he uses suffering to look into the characters 
of humans and to correct unbelievers. In Islam, sin is 
associated with unbelief, the logic being that the kufr 
(unbelievers) typically focus on their passions rather than on 
God. In such a case, suffering may be God’s punishment. 
Islamic faith, by contrast to unbelief, is fundamentally 
submission (the actual meaning of the word ‘Islam’) and 
surrender to God. Suffering is a lesson to teach the believer: 
endurance with hope and unwavering faith. The faithful Muslim 
does not resist suffering or question why it has come, but 
accepts it as God’s will and aims to live through it, drawing 
comfort from the fact that God is in control and believing that 
he will never ask more of them than they can endure. Like 
Judaism, Islam teaches that its followers should give 

generously and in other ways do all they can to alleviate the 
sufferings of others. The performance of good works of this 
kind may relieve their own suffering as God looks mercifully on 
them in response to their righteousness.

Shi‘a Islam has a particular focus on self-sacrificial suffering 
and martyrdom. Both physical suffering and grief are 
embraced, not only as a test, but also as an opportunity to ‘join 
the meta-historical group of righteous believers’.8

Pain and suffering have a uniquely central place in 
Christianity. For the Christian message is that the pivotal event 
in all time and space was the crucifixion of Jesus, an event that 
was not only physical agony but also spiritual as he, though 
sinless himself, took on the sins of the world. The writers of the 
four Gospels dedicate a huge proportion of their texts to his 
‘passion’, as it has traditionally been called – the suffering of his 
last few days and his death. They showed that Jesus knew that 
he was going to suffer and also knew that afterwards he would 
be vindicated.

In the years of ministry before this, Jesus wept and grieved 
as he helped others. The early church historian Eusebius wrote 
of Jesus in words that, whether consciously or unconsciously, 
reflected the words of Hippocrates: ‘He was like some 
excellent physician, who, in order to cure the sick, examines 
what is repulsive, handles sores, and reaps pain himself from 
the sufferings of others’.9

Therefore, Christianity goes one step further than the other 
monotheistic faiths and teaches believers to embrace suffering 
– not only to accept it and submit to it – but to welcome it, 
even with joy, as a means of fellowship with Christ.

The early Church sought simplicity and poverty, an attitude 
which perturbed the pagan Romans, who found it baffling and 
sinister. Christians have traditionally believed that at times of 
suffering they can experience the presence and power of God 
at a deep and profound level, which is impossible to attain at 
other times. A young woman in fourteenth-century England, 
known to us only as ‘Julian of Norwich’, prayed fervently to 
be allowed to suffer with Christ:

And so I asked for an actual sight – through which I should 
have more understanding of the compassion of our Lady 
and of all his friends who saw his agony and pain at that 
time. I wanted to be one of them and suffer with him.10

Like Jews and Muslims, Christians see the possibility of a 
divine purpose in their suffering. For Christians, this is often 
summed up as growing in Christ-like character and being 
equipped to console other sufferers more effectively.

Most Christians would not seek suffering, although, in earlier 
centuries, a painfully ascetic lifestyle was deliberately followed 
by some monks and nuns, as it was by Muslim mystics, in 
their efforts to draw close to God. Some Christian 
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denominations even have a doctrine of redemptive suffering, 
believing that the suffering of one human can, in the spiritual 
realm, help all humankind; this is why Trappist monks even 
today choose a lifestyle of harshest hardship, as they seek to 
save others from their sins.

Desperate measures: negative coping responses 
to suffering
This may be the theory, but what happens in practice? 
Tragically, religion has often been the cause of suffering rather 
than a means to cure it or endure it, as believers inflict untold 
sufferings on others who do not share their beliefs, practices 
or ideology. Furthermore, for many ordinary and poor people, 
the answer in times of personal trouble, especially sickness of 
body or mind, is sought in folk religion and occultism. To ease 
their pain, they turn to a spiritual healer or religious leader said 
to be imbued with power. Sadly, there is also the charlatan 
faith healer who offers, in return for payment, ‘cures’ that may 
be of dubious effectiveness or even harmful. Some leaders of 
this kind forbid their followers from using normal medicine, 
telling them they should trust only their holy book. The 
ultimate damage is inflicted when, in the event that healing 
does not occur, the ‘healer’ tells the sufferer that it is their 
own lack of faith which has prevented the promised cure.

Doctrines that brought comfort and strength to Christians in 
times and places where life was difficult and uncertain tend to 
be neglected in contexts where safety and luxury are the norm. 
Research has shown that personal suffering is one of the main 
reasons young people are leaving churches in the West; when 
troubles come the Church offers them no ‘coping mechanism’, 
neither eternal perspective on the reason nor solace in the here 
and now. Wrestling with the problem of why an omnipotent 
God of love would allow them to suffer, their faith fails.

Furthermore, a comfortless theology of divine impassibility 
and divine immutability has become embedded in Judaism, 
Christianity and Islam. God, it is argued, is free from all 
emotion and desire. He cannot be influenced from the outside. 
He is therefore incapable of suffering and incapable of change. 
This philosophy was developed by Philo of Alexandria, a first-
century Hellenized Jew who was a theologian, historian and 
philosopher. He produced a synthesis of Judaism and Greek 
philosophy, thus laying the foundations for the development of 
Christianity as we know it today in both the West and the East. 
He held strongly to the idea of God’s impassibility and 
immutability. His philosophy was in effect a contemporary 
version of Platonism including Stoicism. The Stoics admired 
apatheia, which was not apathy in the sense of indifference 
but meant ‘incapability of feeling’. They considered that 
subduing one’s emotions was the supreme moral task of an 
individual, and that pathos (meaning suffering, experience or 

emotion) was dangerous; therefore, by an act of will, reason 
should be made to dominate emotion. Plutarch, born in AD 
46, just a few years after Philo’s death, considered that it was 
impossible for God to be involved with or affected by human 
affairs. For Plutarch, it would have been beyond belief that 
God could be moved with compassion in the way that is so 
often depicted in both the Jewish and the Christian scriptures.

In contemporary Judaism, perhaps the greatest writer in the 
modern period is Abraham Herschel, who rejected the 
doctrine of divine impassibility of both Philo and Maimonides, 
arguing rather for the divine pathos, that God in his nature has 
the capacity to feel pain and to suffer.

In Islam, the issue of God’s impassibility was much debated 
in the eighth century, in particular focusing on why God allowed 
the suffering and death of children. Asharites represented the 
traditional Islamic belief that all life is predestined by Allah’s will, 
making Allah the author of both evil and suffering. The 
Mu‘tazilites, whose focus was reason, argued that is therefore 
right to seek to understand the nature of evil and suffering and 
not simply to lay them at the doorstep of the Divine.

In the Christian tradition, the carnage of the First World War, 
which pitted Christian against Christian, bred a generation of 
poets venting their anguish at the horror in horrifying ways. 
Wilfred Owen’s poem on Abraham and Isaac recounts the 
Bible story, but with a surprise ending. For when God provides 
a ram to sacrifice

... the old man would not so, but slew his son,

And half the seed of Europe, one by one.

In his poem Death, Ewart Alan Mackintosh foresees a lingering 
agonising end on the battlefield, when he will pray:

Oh, God of battles I pray you send

No word of pity – no help, no friend,

That if my spirit break at the end

None may be there to see.

This bitter hopelessness in the face of pain and suffering did 
not spring from nowhere in 1914. It was well rooted in the in 
the nineteenth century. Dostoyevsky in Tsarist Russia saw the 
suffering of the ordinary man, oppressed by a rich and 
powerful church. For him, suffering had no divine purpose, no 
meaning. It did not bring the believer closer to God but 
alienated them. In Dostoyevsky’s eyes, suffering was pure 
wretchedness where God had no place.
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Fifty years later, Camus took a similar view of suffering in an 
empty and indifferent universe. It was for him futile and ‘absurd’, 
in an incomprehensible universe devoid of God or meaning. 
Writing after the Second World War, Czech-born author, Milan 
Kundera, went further. Suffering for him was mundane, 
commonplace and banal – a non-event. The modern age with its 
technological advancement, its digitalisation and interconnectivity 
is creating a barren human landscape devoid of compassion. In 
a post-value age, humanity has lost its value. Life is cheap. The 
meaninglessness of suffering, its absurdity and banality are 
producing a new age of indifference to suffering.

Indifference to others’ suffering can be exacerbated by the 
role that culture and ethnicity play in our response. Charitable 
donations are often greater for those of the same ethnic group. 
A British journalist spoke of how reporting on the Rwandan 
genocide was simply a professional job that left her unmoved, 
but when reporting on the Serbian/Bosnian conflict – which 
had far fewer deaths – she was reduced to tears because a 
woman lying on the ground resembled her own mother. She 
admitted that her response to these two kinds of suffering was 
based on her ethnic identification with one and not the other.

Theology of suffering
The major works on the theology of suffering occurred after the 
Second World War. The Japanese theologian Kazoh Kitamori, 
having experienced the suffering of war, the nuclear bombing of 
his country and the crushing shame of defeat, produced 
perhaps the most significant work by a non-Western Christian 
author. His focus was on a God whose suffering included pain. 
In Jeremiah 31:20ii there is a Hebrew word which can be 
translated to ‘pain’, because God feels deeply for his people 
when they go away from him and rebel. His heart is broken and 
full of pain, a pain that is born of love. The love of God is not 
neutral and abstract, not an attribute emanating from him, but 
forms the very essence of the Divine; therefore, the heart of 
God has the ability to feel pain and to endure suffering.

This was followed by the German theologian, Jürgen 
Moltmann, also writing from a ravaged and defeated country 
that had experienced the evil of Nazism and the Jewish 
Holocaust. In The Crucified God, Moltmann argued that

a God who cannot suffer is poorer than any human. For a 
God who is incapable of suffering is a being who cannot be 
involved ... he cannot be affected or shaken by anything. He 
cannot weep, for he has no tears. But the one who cannot 
suffer cannot love either. So he is also a loveless being.11

One might also add that the followers of a God who cannot 
suffer will surely have difficulty entering into the pain and 
suffering of others; they would tend to be devoid of 
compassion or sympathy, let alone empathy.

Pain versus suffering – of body and mind
Pain and suffering often overlap, but are distinct. There can be 
pain without suffering. The self-inflicted pain of runners, cyclists 
and rowers, as they train and compete, is one example. There 
can also be suffering without pain. In Conceptualising Suffering 
and Pain, Noelia Bueno-Gómez points out that pain is only one 
source of suffering:

Social problems like poverty, social exclusion, forceful social 
inclusion (like peer pressure), forced displacement and 
uprooting; existential and personal problems like grief and 
stress; conditions like nausea, paresthesia, a non-painful 
illness, anxiety or fear can likewise be a cause of suffering. 
Although pain and suffering are unpleasant, they are not per 
se either destructive or constructive forces which tear down 
or build up the self. Rather, they are part of a person’s life, 
and the self is the result of various experiences including pain 
and suffering, which have an existential dimension inasmuch 
as they depend on the person’s attitude, resources for their 
management, as well as choices and commitments related 
to that person’s attachment to life and the world.12

Indeed, according to Juan Carlos Marvizon

most of our suffering has nothing to do with pain. It is 
induced by negative emotions like sadness, shame or guilt, 
or by situations like deprivation of freedom, loneliness, 
distress, depression, empathy, social rejection, oppression, 
etc. Like its opposite happiness, suffering is neither a 
sensation nor an emotion, but a state of being that 
encompasses the whole mind.13

One example of such suffering without pain, which I myself 
have endured, is the shame of false accusation leading to trial 
in court. This suffering brought stress leading to illness that still 
affects me. During the worst time, a doctor who was a Hindu 
urged me to bring my agonising thoughts under control by 
meditation, a practice which I had previously followed. 
Engaging in this practice gave me the necessary resources to 
deal with the suffering and so I had no need for medication.

There can also be bodily suffering without mental suffering. 
Solzhenitsyn wrote of his time spent in the Soviet Union’s 
Gulag Archipelago as having taught him about the nature of 
suffering and the ability of people to find contentment even in 
the harshest of conditions. He noted that some prisoners, 
with sentences of 25 years, lived a blissful existence. ‘They 
were people who had withdrawn so deeply into the life of the 
mind that no bodily suffering could upset their spiritual 
equilibrium’.14

It is not suffering per se that sets us free from ourselves and 
our comfortable numbness but the acceptance of suffering. If 
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suffering is not accepted it embitters us. It twists us. It shrivels 
us. Accepted suffering can set us free.

An older lady of my acquaintance had lived comfortably all 
her life. Her one complaint was that she did not get to spend as 
much time with her beloved husband as she would have liked, 
for he was busy earning the money that funded their lifestyle. 
Eventually, he retired and she looked forward to many more 
years of enjoying the good things of life, but this time with her 
husband always at her side. Then one day she found him lying 
dead in the bathroom. He had slipped and hit his head. This 
sudden and unexpected bereavement, admitted my friend, was 
the first time she had ever suffered. It destroyed her. For the rest 
of her life, she was embittered, eaten up with self-pity, and 
angry at the God whom she had worshipped faithfully. None of 
us know how we ourselves might react to such a blow. Would 
we be able to accept the mental anguish, even to embrace it?

When suffering is viewed as a calling
As war loomed in Europe in 1939, American friends of Dietrich 
Bonhoeffer got him out of Germany to save his life. But soon 
the pastor and theologian felt he must return to his country:

His friends [in Britain, to which he had moved from the US] quickly 
realized that Bonhoeffer’s heart belonged to his oppressed and 
persecuted fellow Christians in Germany and that he would not 
desert them at a time when they needed him most.15

He returned, was arrested by the Gestapo and imprisoned. At 
his hearing, he boldly admitted that, as a Christian, he was an 
implacable enemy of the totalitarianism of National Socialism. 
He was never formally tried, but was hanged in early 1945. Not 
long before that, he had written a poem entitled ‘New Year 
1945’. It included the lines:

Should it be ours to drain the cup of grieving

Even to the dregs of pain, at thy command,

We will not falter, thankfully receiving

All that is given by thy loving hand.

Bonhoeffer drew strength from the feeling that God Himself was 
sharing his suffering. ‘Bonhoeffer’s standing with God in his hour of 
grieving explains, ultimately, why he did not take his own suffering 
seriously and why his courage was so great and uncompromising’.iii

For Bonhoeffer, suffering was to be embraced because it 
was a calling. ‘I am sure of God’s hand and guidance’, he 
wrote, ‘You must never doubt that I am thankful and glad to go 
the way I am being led’.

Religion or faith affirms the value of those  
who suffer
We now live in what is termed a post-values world, a world in 
which fundamental values are fast disappearing. Religion, 
though often deemed irrelevant, can have an important role to 
play in the management of pain and human suffering. Freud’s 
assertion that religion is of no value16 in seeking to alleviate 
suffering is not tenable when set against the evidence of the 
many religious believers who derive hope and endurance in 
their suffering from their beliefs.

Religions – and many non-religious belief systems too – 
affirm the innate value of human beings, their dignity and worth. 
If we enter an age in which humanity loses its value, then we 
become indifferent to human suffering and human life. To lose 
our fundamental dignity is to lose who we are. The 
management of pain addresses itself to humanity’s suffering. At 
the heart of it are love, compassion and empathy to enter into 
the pain and suffering of the other, because they are of worth.

According to the Dalai Lama, head of Tibetan Buddhism, 
speaking to Joanna Lumley, in the face of the overwhelming 
suffering in our world today, our response must simply be 
compassion, as taught by all the world religions.iv

William Barclay’s translation of the second beatitude runs: ‘O the 
bliss of the man whose heart is broken for the world’s sufferings and 
for his own sin, for out of his sorrow he will find the joy of God!’v

Holding my mother’s hand, as she grasped mine, seemed to 
bring some comfort to her. To have her loved ones close beside 
her brought consolation, and the wonderful compassionate 
care of the nurses and doctors did all that was possible to 
relieve her suffering. And so she died, clutching a cross that 
she had asked me to bring to her in the hospital, a sign of the 
faith that sustained and comforted her to the end.

Conclusion
There are no easy answers to the question of ‘Why pain and 
suffering?’ but all the major world religions offer some form of 
meaningful construct with which to navigate and cope with our 
own pain and suffering as well as that of our loved ones. 
Suffering, like quality of life, is difficult to measure and highly 
subjective to individuals and their unique experiences. 
Irrespective of the religious belief system, the possibility of 
constructing meaning from our suffering experiences seems to 
alleviate them as well as offer more hopeful and successful 
coping strategies for sufferers. Those of us with belief in a loving 
God as creator and saviour can come to terms with pain and 
suffering as part of a larger spiritual purpose for our lives. 
Suffering is also something that we can view as bringing us to a 
closer relationship with God.

In an increasingly secular and impersonal world, it seems to 
be of value to investigate the benefits of religious belief for 
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individuals experiencing pain and suffering, as some recent 
studies suggest. There is also considerable scope to expand 
the clinical and non-clinical dialogue between those of all faiths, 
and none, around this important topic.

The Very Rev’d Patrick Sookhdeo PhD, DD, International 
Director of Barnabas Fund and Research Associate in the 
Department of Religion Studies at the Faculty of Theology and 
Religion at the University of Pretoria, South Africa

https://barnabasfund.org/en

Notes
i. Job 5:7
ii. ‘Is not Ephraim my dear son, the child in whom I delight? 

Though I often speak against him, I still remember him. 
Therefore my heart yearns for him; I have great compassion 
for him, declares the LORD’. (NIV Bible)

iii. Leibholz, ‘Memoir’, pp. 19-20.
iv. Joanna Lumley’s India, episode 3 (ITV, screened 19 July 2017)
v. Matthew 5:4. Usually translated as `Blessed are those who 

mourn, for they will be comforted’. See William Barclay, The 
Gospel of Matthew, Vol. 1, Chapters 1 to 10, revised edition, 
Edinburgh, The Saint Andrew Press, 1975, p. 95.
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