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Making Sense of Meaningless Suffering

People go to great lengths to explain why tragedies :mwwms. &Ew: Hur-
ricane Katrina struck New Orleans fifteen summers ago, 1t left in its wake
not only massive destruction of human life and property but also a num-
her of religious and secular explanations for why God (or Mother Earth)
was angry with us, Conservative Christians saw the storm as God’s way of
punishing evildoers, driving unbelievers to conversion, and preparing the
elect for the Rapture, God was angry with the United States for abortion,
or homosexuality, or its lack of unqualified support for the State of Israel.

Liberal environmentalists had their explanations as well. Mother Earth

bl
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was fighting back against our conspicuous consumption and idolatrous
worship of fossil fuels. Violent storms are consequences or comeuppances
for the violence humans have inflicted on Her.”

Whether coming from the right or left, explanatory accounts make
sense of a storm that its victims only experience as utterly absurd. ft makes
sense that the hurricane struck New Orleans (or so the explainers explain
given that the Gulf Coast is home to over a quarter of the nation’s oil
refineries or that the Big Easy is known for its sexual license and immoral-

ity. Connecting m&éﬁmmbm:wn:m allow people to double down

on meaningful worldviews, even and especially in the face of _.mwmr_:n_nf
tragedies. .
B m.H@mMmmo:m for why suffering makes sense are known in philosophi-
cal and theological quarters as “theodicies”—literally, the justification
or defense (diké) of God (theos) and of God’s ways. To offer a theodicy is
to “justify the ways of God to men” or, more philosophically. to offer a
defense of the rational or moral coherence of the universe as “the best of
all possible s\oﬂ_%.:w“ﬁ\

Theodicies (those defenses) and theodicists (the defenders) are as old
as time remembered. The Hebrew wmznuw\ﬂ:nmﬂ maddening book is Job, a
story of God moomvn..wmwwm,b,m bet concerning whether a man named Job,
who was entirely innocent and righteous, would continue to praise God if
God were to take away all his livestock, his children, and his health. God
takes the bet and allows Satan to wreak destruction. The rest of the book
of Job consists of Job sitting on a pile of dung, lamenting his plight and
imploring God to explain Godself, Job’s so-called friends sit shiva with him
silently at first and then desperately try to explain his senseless suffering,

Sunday school teachers might say that the book of Job has a take-
away lesson. (“If you’re patient like Job, God will reward you with even
more livestock and a brand-new family!”) For anyone who actually reads
it, though, it is a confounding story, one that troubles neat and casy under-
standings of God, suffering, justice, morality, and meaning. It is only Job’s
friends (and not Job or the book itself) who patiently present explanations
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of an ultimate scnsc of meaning and purpose that can be experienced

and

affirmed, even in moments of doom and despaw He recalls a tune

he was forced to work in a trench under a gray sky, grieving for what had
become of his life: “T was struggling to find the reason for my sufferings, my
slow dying In a last violent protest against the hopelessness of immanent
death, I sensed my spirit piercing through the enveloping gloom. 1 felt 1t
transcend that hopeless, meaningless world, and from somewhere I heard
a victorious ‘Yes’ in answer to my question of the existence of an ultimate
ﬁ;juomo.:: Life itself carries tremendous meaning when, even amid the
experience of utter abandonment, a person affirms it.

While the search for meaning can lead people to accept lung cancer

or survive genocide with their souls intact, we know that it can sometimes

do more harm than moom.}Oo:wEm_, the mvm&n who stays in an abusive
marriage, r»&:%o:ﬁ to believe that they deserve it or that God has sent
the suffering as their “cross to bear.” That hunger, abject poverty, exploita-
tion, or abuse is ordained by God or that those suffering will be compen-
sated with heavenly bliss if only they endure their suffering patiently (like
Job!)—such nxﬁnu:umo=w>w:mw9a&P&Wmm\@%ﬁm}i;_n justifying

of others) At the same time,

the apathy

‘problems that have no solutions—like the “problem” of our mortality

there are ways to find meaning *

—

Much depends on how we think
Lo
s about suffering. Is it only a problem to be solved? What then do we do with

?

! Suffering cannot be solved with greater technological precision or a more

refined philosophical theory. We are called to know it in other ways.
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and blogs (oh my!). In the afternoon, I reached out to &m stu #S:m H_:
mv classes—including S., the student prematurely nostalgic for the col-
_ﬁwz. she’ll graduate from in May. I've anoa.:q more and En.vzw mmﬂmoﬁwﬁ
with students over my sixteen years of teaching, but my m:::m yesterday
were full-hlown parental and pastoral. I told them that I Bamﬂ them
dearly (which is true for almost all of them), that this was an n_do:o:w_:\
«.x:m_.?::x time, and that they should try to establish _,3:_55.% amﬂuw:n
at night and being awake in the day, do some simple _inm.:_::m medita-
tion, go for walks, hug their family members, and wash their hands. I told
themn that I would check in by video chat soon.

It was also yesterday that President Trump declared that the corona-

virus pandem

s the war of our time. Former Vice President Joe Biden
and Senator Bernie J._::_:., had already compared confrontation with the

viras 1o the waging of a war. French President Emmanuel Macron was
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War language is powerful _n:m:mmn the language of power. Many thus

interpret the administration’s talk of war positively; after early forays into v
glib optimism and empty assurances s politicians invoke war to exhibit n._nwﬁ/, »
resolve, to gird their loins, and to prepare for battle, <@b.\mw§ ;V./
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I think of the week immediately following the attacks of 9/11. There

was widespread fear and confusion, of course, but also countless makeshift
memorials, solidarity vigils, and

spontancous help among strangers. There
was an affectionate, palpable patriotism of the most profound kind. It was
as i’ the nation was sitting shiva, purposely persisting in our grief while we

Em:qn_ on one another. That week was incredibly meaningful, whether

we were watching images on television or roaming New York like it was

a giant prayer labyrinth. It even had something of an overabundance of
meaning, as though the importance of every story of firefighters work-
ing twelve-hour shifts, every photo of a missing person or hot-dog vendor
passing out water, was heightened against the background of the meaning-
less tragedly itself, Paradoxically, though oversaturated with meaning, none
of it meant any one thing, Or rather, because we couldn’t situate 9/11

within a well-defined framework of :samzm_aim_ we didn’t know F\Eh
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less grief from which we were emerging. and in the acceptance of mortality during Ash Wednesday and the self-

For the record, 1 hope that we beat COVID-19—kick the shit out of examination that follows during Lent, For just as long, Chinese culture has

cach small set of genes enclosed in fatty lipid molecules and armored with sought to “cultivate valley spirit,” balancing an aggressive, masculine yang

ﬂ. protein spikes. My ncnéég:ngg with a supple, feminine yin. Indeed, according to Daoism, the most power-

“‘_ character and HE::%E_ dispositions that waging war can Sn_n_ Will we be ful action is spontaneous nonaction—wu wei, the wey of, water wibichi ks

_E:.‘m:.ﬂ:_ r:au Will we be able to truthfully accept Ei »M::EE\ bear through rock by yielding so masterfully to it, Hindus and -

this tragedy, even as we try to conquer it> How will we care for those who ahimsa (literally, “noninjury”), and Buddhists attend to their breath, let-

- cannot be cured—a question made m@m?_q difficult by the six or more ting go of acquisitive desire, hatred, and ignorance. Islam literally E.am:m

feet of space that could separate the dying from their families? How well submission, and a Muslim is one who submits. There are plenty of storics

will we grieve—privately in our homes, locally in shifts of ten, and collec- and practices that would provide alternatives to war and war o
tively as a human race? would just draw on their riches,” a2 \*m\ \rm«% .Pm\\ \D [LoT \3§\A

Trump continues to call the coronavirus “the Chinese virus.” Am 1 I gave blood at our regional blood bank today, as I've done fairly reg-

right to hear echoes of “gooks” fought overseas or the “thugs” demon- ularly over the last several snzs, T s etk s il e bt

ined in a war on drugs? I killing people requires their prior debuman- when they called asking for help; it didn’t hurt that my kids were in the

ization, perhaps attacking a virus a_.._:.:«._v on_its racialization. Already, car listening to my response over Bluetooth. I keep my mind off the red

tan, speeches a ing COVID-19 include commands for a more tube attached to my left arm by tallying small acts of kindness alongside

militarized horder security, lest a storm of sick immigrants infect us and acts done out of fear and ignorance, I am giving blood—plus one point.

FERIRARRE: el cate syptcr ILis, in part, to set an example for my kids rather than to do what is good
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Tonight is beautiful. The sun came out late in the day, its light dispersing

throughout the early spring sky at twilight. It’s that time when everything
becomes more pronounced against the setting sun—almost surreal, as if
3

we were castin a colorized movie. There 1s more meaning against the hori

than I may be able to take in.
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