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The Buddha says that life is suffering. I find this statement humbling. It
strikes at the very heart of my powerlessness. Suffering is here to stay the
Buddha is saying, and there is nothing I can do about it. Yet, there is a ciroice
as to how I respond to life's suffering and this makes all the difference.

But why is there suffering at all? What is the purpose of suffering? Who
really needs it after all?

These are questions that have preoccupied humankind since the beginning of
time. Religion, from the most primitive to the most sophisticated, all
attempt to give an answer to the mystery of human suffering. Suffering
seems to be a uniquely human experience. We don't know if animals suffer,
or plants or trees. But we know that we humans suffer because we are
conscious in a way that animals, plants and trees are not. We are aware that
we are aware and this seems to be an aspect of our suffering. This awareness
is both a blessing and a curse. We are aware that life is a mystery that
enchants us with creative and limitless possibilities And at the same time we
are aware that we do not live enchanted, captivated by the beauty and wonder
of creation. We could call this awareness the beginning of suffering.

Suffering is the experience of estrangement and alienation from what in our
deepest self we know is true, real and beautiful. Suffering is the knowledge
that we are not at home in our own bodies and in the world. Suffering occurs
whenever we experience the loss of integral wholeness that constitutes each
one of us as a person.

Suffering is always deeply personal. No person's suffering in quite like that of
another. Every person suffers but each person suffers alone, Suffering
involves the whole person. Bodies, or minds do not suffer. People suffer.

The diagram
dimensions.

below illustrates how we are a wholeness of inter-related
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It is our wholeness that constitutes who we are as person. if we are made in
the image of God then and our essential wholeness expresses our divine
origin. Our wholeness is therefore our true nature or essential self; our
deepest identity where we find life's true meaning, purpose and significance.
In our wholeness we are at one with the very source of iife itself .

How does suffering relate to this picture of wholeness? To better understand
the purpose of suffering in our lives, we need to talk first about suffering by
identifying some of its the main characteristics.

Sufferings characteristics
The first characteristic has already been mentioned; suffering is about the
person. A second characteristic is the distinction between pain and suffering.
Pain may include suffering, but not always. This depends upon the
individual person because suffering is unique to each person. How physical
pain turns into suffering is something we are only beginning to understand.
As we learn more about the effect of the mind upon the body and the way in
which thought and imagination play a vital role in interpreting our
experience, we are coming to understand the ways in which we create
meaning from our experience. This capacity to create meaning relates to the
purpose of suffering.

Suffering always involves a concept of the future. This is a third characteristic
Ongoing chronic physical pain can contribute to the sense of hopelessness
and the feeling of despair. The person in pain waits for the pain to end, but
the waiting can seem in vain. Relief never comes and the suffering
continues. This person is living with an expectation based in the future and
this creates suffering.

The future and the past are projections of our imagination. These powerful
mental constructs act like filters shaping our experience in the present
moment. Painful memories of the past are projected forward in time, and in
our imagination we see our life and experience the pain of our lives as one
continuos and endless thread. We may do this as an attempt to gain some
control over our pain. By imagining that the future will be as bad as the past
we attempt to determine what our experience will be 1ike, even if that
experience is painful. To live in the present moment means having to
surrender control. Living in the present means letting go of the painful past
and opening to the unpredictable future. If we have been hurt and
traumatized in the past and have not fully resolved these issues, our attempts
to gain control over them by projecting ourselves into the future only creates
more suffering. When we continue to live as if we are still in the past, or in
the future we have removed ourselves from the present moment. Removing
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of ourselves from the present reality creates the experience we know of as
suffering.

Victor Frankle in his book, Mans Search for Meaning. describes his experience
living in the harsh conditions of the Nazi concentration camps. As a

psychiatrist he was interested in why some people where able to survive and
why others perished. What he observed was that those who survived had
found some meaning to their lives in spite of the difficult and harsh
circumstances that they were in. Frankle talks about the prisoner who found
pleasure in feeding a mouse bits of bread each day. A type of relationship
developed, at least in this prisoner's mind, between himself and the mouse
and this gave his life meaning. Another prisoner began to have imaginary
conversations with his wife inspite of the fact that he did not know her
whereabouts or if she was alive. Yet he spoke with her daily as if she were
alive and in this way he found purpose to his existence. Frankl concluded
that meaning is essential to human life and that without it we may die more
quickly. The meaning these prisoners found in the midst of the most
inhumane of circumstances enabled them to experience something beyond
the torture and the death that surrounded them.

To live in the present is to live with meaning, for each moment of life is
filled with meaning, purpose and significance. We may not be in touch with
this meaning but it is there if we can discover it. We suffer in life whenever
we live without some degree of conscious connection to meaning.. When we
cannot find meaning we have lost touch with an essential dimension of our
humanity This is then another characteristic of suffering, the loss of
meaning

This brings us to the last characteristic of suffering. Suffering opens us to the
transcendent by reminding us that we will all die. Death does not cause
suffering. Rather, it is the fear of death that causes real suffering. Life is in
many ways a preparation for death. We all die in many ways throughout our
lifetime. Every culture has ways of ritualizing and celebrating life's major
transitions that fall between birth and death; leaving home, marriage,
finding ones place in the world, old age. Each of these passages is a type of
death experience. Transition and growth means letting go of what has been,
and a re-birth to something new. This is a time of grief and mourning
followed by a re-orientation to life.

Our self images may constrain us when life calls us to something beyond our
present horizon. We fear the unknown. We want security. We may have
become attached to the familiar and so we hold on to ourseives and our
world. Our holding on creates suffering. Physical death is the finai
experience when we are no longer able to hold on. The experience of letting
go and " dying" however accompanies us through 1ife.

Death reminds us that something calls us to live beyond what we can know
with our minds or control with our will. We struggle with this mysterious
calling. We fight until out of exhaustion, from enduring pain and suffering,
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we surrender to this mystery. In that surrender we may get a glimpse of what
our suffering is all about. We contact something that reveals to us the hidden
meaning, the true purpose of iife's suffering. This unveiling transforms our
experience so that we are no longer the same. Nor is our suffering.

Suffering as Pathos

The root of the word 'suffering' comes from the Greek word 'pathos', from
which we get the word passion. Passion literally means to suffer or to be
moved. A person who is passionate about life is being moved, stirred,
energized. This movement in and with life is involves suffering. This seems
like a contradiction, for we associate passion with love, with heart with the
positive and with fullness of life. When we think of suffering we have
images of pain, depression, misery and contraction. How does passion get
linked with suffering?

Exploring this contradiction will lead us to a deeper understanding of the
purpose of suffering.

Let us return to the image of the human person as wholeness, and the
interrelationship between the various aspects of ourselves as a whole person.
There is a connection between Body, Mind, Emotions and Spirit and the way
physical pain can lead to suffering. As we have said already, suffering
involves the whole person.

Let me iilustrate by sharing with you an example from my own 1ife. Years ago
I took my first trip to Mexico and I returned with a terrible bout of
"motlteztJmas revenge". After some time I sought medical attention and the
lab work reveled that I had a great many parasites in my intestines. This was
creating complications with my digestion, with my energy level, and with my
overall health. Treatment for this type of parasite was harsh, for the drugs
that are used have many side effects and are not always one hundred percent
effective. After two successive treatments of this strong antibiotic, my
condition did not improve much, in fact in many ways in worsened. As a

result of the antibiotic drugs I developed candidiasis, an overgrowth of yeast
in the intestines which can travel to vital organs and lead to serious illness. I
continued to suffer with poor digestion, with fatigue and flu like symptoms,
with general ill health for many years. Then about ten or so years I developed
an acute case of prostatitis, which was treated with more antibiotics. My
condition then became chronic, with re-occurring prostatitis, candidiasis and
now severe depression which was both organic due to my condition, but
psychological as well. My body was under severe stress, and had been for
some time. The physical pain and discomfort was now affecting me both
emotionally and mentally.

I felt like a failure. I blamed myself for not being able to get well. My life
seemed at a stand still and I was not able to accomplish my goals or live my
dreams. My ideas about myself where beginning to be severely challenged in
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many ways. My faith in my Higher Power was being eroded and I found that
prayer and meditation did little to ease my suffering. All of this upset
continued to put stress on my immune system. I continued to seek out
medical help and came to find out that the parasites had returned. I learned
that this type of pathogen often goes dormant in the body, laying near the base
of the spine. Chronic stress weakness the natural immune system creating an
environment where parasites can thrive. It felt like I was in a losing battle.
The harder I fought the worse I got. It was not until I let go of fighting did I
begin to find some relief. Being able to let go meant many things. It meant
having to accept that my condition may be with me for the rest of my life, and
that if this was to be then it would be OK. It meant having to trust that I
could not heal myself by *y own efforts. It meant having to let go of images
and ideas I held to around "being healthy" as opposed to "being sick" As a
result of letting go and relaxing my grtpt my conditions has ironically
improved. My immune system has become stronger and this has meant less
frequent flare ups of prostatitis and less infection due to candida.

I hope this example illustrates the way in which we are an inter-related
whole, and how pain due to illness, infection or physical injury can and often
does effect each of the other aspects of our being as illustrated in diagram B.

Pain------- whole person

Suffering is experienced when our essential wholeness looses its inner
integrity and sense of balance. When the inter-connection and
interrelationship that constitutes our personhood fragments it leaves us
feeling disconnected and alienated In our suffering we feel like we are coming
apart. When we become overwhelmed by our circumstances, when our life
has lost its direction and meaning, when we do not understand the events in
our lives over which we have no control, we suffer.

Each of us knows to some degree what suffering is, for we all live our lives in
ways that are not balanced and whole. Suffering is a part of being human.
And while we may attempt to deny or rid ourselves of suffering, these efforts
on our part only seem to increase our suffering and our pain. Our freedom
lies elsewhere, in the way in which we respond and come into relationship
with the suffering in our lives. This is our only choice. To fight and resist
suffering or to surrender to it.

Coming to terms with suffering, accepting that it is part of life may seem like
a strange and unappealing idea. I wanted to get rid of my suffering, my pain

spirit
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as I think most of us do. And yet for
get rid of suffering only created more
the river, against the movement of

me, as my example illustrated, trying to
suffering because I was fighting against

life itself. Since suffering is movement
and is life, my only choice is to go with it or try to fight against it.

To move with or against

How can I accept that life involves suffering and stili find meaning, purpose
and even joy in the face of horror, tragedy and loss? How can I experience
true inner integrity even though I live in
brokenness? This is a great paradox, indeed a

illustrated below (diagram C) involves holding
and opposite realities.

a state of alienation and
mystery. This paradox as

together two contradictory

spirit

on of
frf

The one reality is that my true nature, my essence aS a human being
constitutes wholeness and integrity. I cannot do anything to attain this state
of wholeness because this is who I am at the very core of my being. The other
reality is that I live in a state of alienation, fragmentation and brokenness. I
live with suffering because the wholeness which I am is not always in my
conscious awareness. When I experience alienation I am alienated from who
and what I am and this causes suffering. When I feel disconnected, I am
disconnected from my true nature, my deepest self which is wholeness, inter-
connectedness and inter-relationship

A11 suffering is the resuit of our being disconnected, estranged from our very
being, our very nature, from that which is our source of meaning and
purpbse. Meaning and purpose do not come from events outside ourselves,
from circumstances or other people. The source of meaning lies within
ourselves. It is by contacting and connecting once again with that primary
source that we live with meaning.

To10 say on tne one nano tnat we are arreaqy wnure/
that we are broken does seem contradictory and paradoxical.

the one hand that already whole, and ther other to say
We cannot

suffering lies
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here. It is our ability to live in this paradoxical tension between these two
opposites that suffering's purpose is revealed.

Carl Jung said that all neurosis was the result of the failure to bear legitimate
suffering. Neurosis is the experience of being out of balance. A neurotic is
someone who has lost sight of and lost contact with his or her essential
wholeness. To call neurosis illegitimate suffering suggests that there is
Iegitimate suffering. We suffer legitimately whenever we live in and with
the tension of this fundamental paradox. Our wholeness and our brokenness
are both real and both are a part of our experience.

The mystery of these polarities, brokenness and wholeness, when held
together function like two magnets creating an energy field. This energy is
creative. It is vital. It is the movement of life. Seen from this perspective,
suffering does not disappear, but is now seen and experienced as part of the
unfolding dynamism of Being. Suffering is not something therefore separate
from life but intrinsic to it.

This brings us full circle to what was said at the beginning, that suffering is
related to passion. In simplest terms, we could say that suffering is love. How
can this be?

Think of the suffering that accompanies the birthing process. What enables
the mother who may suffer the pain of childbirth willing to go through it?
She knows that when the suffering ends there will be an indescribable joy. In
choosing to bring a child into the world we accept the suffering of childbirth
and even perhaps the suffering that may accompany parenting which can be

difficult and painful. We do it out of love. Love is the force that moves us
and that puts the suffering we may go through into perspective.

Perhaps most of the suffering that we experience in life we do not choose.
But what if all of life is as a birthing process, and all that comes to us and all
that we endure is analogous to the suffering of birth? What if we were able to
see that we labor and suffer in this life because we are giving birth to
ourselves, and we can choose to freely participate in this birthing process out
of love?

If this can be our perception, w€ have reached full circle once again.
Suffering continues to remain, yet we are changed by our willingness to
accept it. Our choice of acceptance is an act of surrender. Our surrender is an
act of love. The world now looks different as does our relationship to that
world.

Our perception thus becomes the ultimate determinate of our experience.
The lens through which we iook, shapes the reality that we behold. Could it
be that one of the purposes of suffering is to enable us to look in a new and
different way? Life's suffering is both an expression of the one-sidedness of
our limited ego perspective, as well as the movement beyond and through
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this one sided perspective to a larger place were we can see the wholeness our
true nature. Suffering never disappears, but our relationship to it is
transformed.

Understanding this truth about the nature of suffering can help us more
readily embrace our suffering, but understanding alone is not enough. We in
ourselves cannot make this move, and all our efforts in this regard only
create more suffering. We are left with the paradox of non-doing, of giving
up, of surrendering in the face of our powerlessness over our suffering
without giving into despair and hopelessness. It is only within this paradox
that we can discover that which may enable us to see the wholeness of our
nature and thus remain in the transformative tension between opposites.

Ultimately, we suffer because we believe that we are separate from that which
we love most, which is are very Self. We suffer because we know in the
depths of our being that we are not yet home. And this truth is discovered
within the paradoxical mystery of suffering itself; between the tension of
opposite poles. It is within that holy space that our own birth takes place.
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