
THE MYSTERY OF SUFFERING: 
Why Bad Things Happen to Good People 

 
 

 
Objective of the Session 

To foster a deeper understanding of the connection between the Paschal Mystery of our Lord 
Jesus Christ and the suffering that we encounter in this life. 

 
 
 

Session Outline: 
 

1. Welcome and Opening Prayer (see attached) 
 

2. State the Objective- To foster a deeper understanding of the connection between the 
Paschal Mystery of our Lord Jesus Christ and the suffering that we encounter in this life 
 

3. Why This Topic and Why Now? 
 

a. Personal Interest 
b. Recent Encounters with Acute Suffering 
c. Constant and Immediate Exposure: Local, national, international 
d. The Art of Communication is Being Challenged 

 
4. A Few Boundaries (“Ground Rules”) to Consider: 

 
a. Acknowledgement, Acceptance, and Respect of Feelings 
b. The Stages of Grief: Everyone Grieves at their Own Pace 

 
i. Elisabeth Kubler-Ross’ Stages of Grief: (denial, anger, bargaining, 

depression, acceptance (Kubler-Ross. On Death and Dying. New York. The 
Macmillan Company. 1969.) 
 

ii. David Kessler’s Sixth (6th) Stage: Meaning. Finding Meaning: The Sixth 
Stage of Grief.  (Kessler. New York. Scribner. November 2019. 

 

c. Seeking Balance: Not Right vs. Wrong 
d. There is Good Theology and Bad Theology 
e. Our Language: Earthly Words to Describe Heavenly Things 

 
5. A PERSONAL STORY:  From Innocence Comes Insight 

  



6. THE PASCHAL MYSTERY: 
 

a. As Seen in the Gospels and Life of Jesus 
 

i. Connecting Our Humanity to Jesus (the Death of Lazarus) 
 

1. (John 11:1-44) 
 

b. As Seen in Our Everyday Life (Sr. Joyce Rupp, osm) 
 

i. We Are on a Journey 
ii. An Existential Ache 

iii. A Sense of Incompleteness 
 

7. THEMES OF QUESTIONS SUBMITTED BEFOREHAND: 
 

a. 3 Basic Themes: 
 

i. God’s Allowance of Suffering 
ii. Our Communicating with God in Our Pain 

iii. The Connection Between Suffering and Sin 
 

8. THE LANGUAGE THAT WE USE IS CRUCIAL: 
 

a. Especially when Speaking with Children 
b. Allowing Someone “to be where they’re at” 
c. Cliché Catch-Phrases 

 
9. A HEALTHY THEOLOGY OF SUFFERING: (Sr. Joyce Rupp, osm) 

 
a. What do we mean by a “theology of suffering”? 
b. “False Theories about Suffering” (Sr. Joyce Rupp, osm) 

 
10. CONCLUSION: The Desire to Move Forward 

 
a. Kubler-Ross and David Kessler 
b. Strong in the Broken Places (E. Hemingway) 
c. Subtle Arrogance: Be Aware (the Story of Job) 

 
i. (Job 43:1-6) 

 
d. Archbishop Oscar Romero: Movement from Acceptance to Submission 

 
i. “I can’t.  You must. I am yours.” 

 
11. Closing Prayer 
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OPENING PRAYER 
 
Invitation to Silence 
 
Leader- From Robert Frost:  (“I Know How the Flowers Felt”) 
 
  “The rain to the wind said, 

‘you push and I’ll pelt.’ 
They so smote the garden bed 
That the flowers actually knelt, 
And lay lodged—though not dead. 
I know how the flowers felt.” 
 

(Pause) 
 
Scripture- (All proclaim together) 
 
  Wisdom 4:7-14 
 
Leader- A Reading from the Book of Wisdom: 
 
Leader- The just one, though they die early,  
All-  shall be at rest.  
 
Leader- For the age that is honorable comes not with the passing of time,  
All-  nor can it be measured in terms of years. 
 
Leader- Rather, understanding is our crown  
All-  and an unsullied life, the attainment of old age.  
 
Leader- They who pleased God were loved;  

they who lived among sinners were transported, 
 
All-  Having become perfect in a short while,  

they reached the fullness of a long career; 



 
Leader- for their soul was pleasing to the Lord,  
All-  therefore he sped them out of the midst of wickedness.  
 
Leader- But the people saw and did not understand,  

nor did they take this into account. 
 
(Pause) 
 
Leader- The Word of the Lord. 
All-  Thanks be to God! 
 
 
Closing- (All stand and pray together) 
 
  Comforting God, 

Be with those who are grieving a loss, 
Those who are suffering from unremitting pain or illness, 
Those who are weighed down with fear and anxiety. 
Help them to know your comforting presence, 
To trust in your hope, 
And to experience your peace.  Amen. 

 
 
Sign of Peace 

  



Toward a Healthy Theology of Suffering 
Fr. Trey Nelson ©2019 

 
(The following are a few random thoughts regarding a healthy theology of suffering.  By 
a “theology of suffering,” we mean, simply, “how we process the mystery of suffering 
mentally, emotionally, and spiritually, as well as how we talk about it.”) 
 
 

3 THINGS TO AVOID 
 

Blaming it on evil 
Attributing it to God 

Connecting it to our sin 
 
 
 

THINGS TO SOMETIMES SAY 
(These are statements that I have at times offered in conversations with others when 
they were in the midst of acute suffering.  Prayer, experience, and insight from those 
who counsel others professionally can help us to know what to say and the appropriate 
time to say it. None of these should ever be used as a “magic pill” to take away the pain.  
Again, the most important thing to do—and the way to begin—is simply to listen.) 

 
 

1. “There is a resurrection side to everything.  We just don’t always know when it 
will come or what it will look like.  But, trust me, it will come.” 

 
2. “This will NOT end you.  You just need to hang in there.  It’s going to be tough for 

a while, but  you’re not in this alone.” 
 

3. “For the person of faith—which you are—what you need to do will be revealed 
for you.” 
 

4. “You are stronger than you right now realize.” 
 

5. “It doesn’t get easy—but it will get easier.” 
  



(Toward a Healthy Theology of Suffering, continued.) 

 

6. “You need at least one person with whom you can confide—to whom you can go 
for counsel.  You’re going to need a go-to person.”   
 

(NOTE- If saying this to a child, teenager, or even a college-aged student, 
be clear that this needs to be someone other than a peer. It needs to be a 
competent, caring adult.) 

 
7. “In the meantime, you need to keep it together.  And if you feel like it’s coming 

undone, you’re going to need to speak with someone competent.  Keep it 
between lines.  Be conscious of your behavior and the things you might be 
tempted to turn to in order to cope. I love you. We love you.  God loves you, but 
you have to keep it together.” 

 
8. “Every feeling is a gift from God.  No feeling is sinful.  Even if you’re angry at God 

or doubting God.  It’s what the feeling might lead you to that could be wrong and 
harmful.  But every feeling is a gift from God, even your anger.  Just watch how 
you deal with it.” 
 

9. (A Question)- “Do you want to be happy again?” 
 

10. “Be open and honest with God.  In your thoughts and prayer, in your 
conversations, you need to feel free to say and ask whatever is on your heart.” 
 

 
(Again, none of these are meant to be catch-phrases or quick-fix statements.  There is 
an art to knowing what to say and when (or even) if to say it.  This “art” is developed 
with experience, prayer, and by seeking counsel from those who deal with such issues, 
professionally, on a regular basis.) 
  



VARIOUS QUOTATIONS REGARDING SUFFERING 
 
 
Character cannot be developed in ease and quiet. Only through experience of trial and suffering 
can the soul be strengthened, ambition inspired, and success achieved. 
Helen Keller 
 
The most beautiful people we have known are those who have known defeat, known suffering, 
known struggle, known loss, and have found their way out of those depths. 
Elisabeth Kubler-Ross 
 
God had one son on earth without sin, but never one without suffering. 
St. Augustine 
 
Suffering should not make us bitter people,' my mother once said, 'it should make us better 
comforters.' Young people need to hear this from those who have walked before them, 
because someday they'll be walking those same steps, but there may not be anyone following 
behind. 
Billy Graham 
 

Jesus Christ has taken the lead on the way of the cross. He has suffered first. He does not drive 
us toward suffering but shares it with us, wanting us to have life and to have it in abundance. It 
is suffering, more than anything else, which clears the way for the grace which transforms 
human souls. 
Pope John Paul II  
 

Suffering is nothing by itself. But suffering shared with the passion of Christ is a wonderful gift, 
the most beautiful gift, a token of love. 
Mother Teresa  
 

The world breaks everyone, and afterward, some are strong at the broken places. 
Ernest Hemingway 
 
“Three times I begged the Lord about this, that it might leave me, but he said to me, ‘My grace 
is sufficient for you, for power is made perfect in weakness.’ I will rather boast most gladly of 
my weaknesses, in order that the power of Christ may dwell with me. Therefore, I am content 
with weaknesses, insults, hardships, persecutions, and constraints, for the sake of Christ; for 
when I am weak, then I am strong.”  
2 Corinthians 12:8-10 
 

“Then Job answered the Lord and said: ‘I know that you can do all things, and that no 

purpose of yours can be hindered.  I have spoken but did not understand; things too 

marvelous for me, which I did not know.  By hearsay I had heard of you, but now my eye 

has seen you. Therefore, I disown what I have said, and repent in dust and ashes.’” 

Job 42:1-6  
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“I CAN’T…YOU MUST…I AM YOURS.” 
 
Óscar Romero (15 August 1917 – 24 March 1980)  
 
was a prelate of the Catholic Church in El Salvador who served as the 
fourth Archbishop of San Salvador. He spoke out against poverty, 
social injustice, assassinations, and torture amid a growing war 
between left-wing and right-wing forces. In 1980, Romero was 
assassinated while celebrating Mass in the chapel of the Hospital of 
Divine Providence.  
 
 
(Judy Stewart):  “…there is a difference between resignation and 
surrender…” 
 
“Romero” 
1989 
Rhaoul Julia 
 
 
In the movie, there is a scene where 3 people are murdered: a peasant 
farmer, a little boy, and a priest.  This is a breaking point for Romero, 
who drops to his knees, looks upward, and says, ““I cant.  You must.  I 
am yours.” 
 
I CAN’T- we’re not meant to, created to do it alone 
 
YOU MUST- I need Christ to fill in my broken places 
 
I AM YOURS- the movement to surrender 
  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prelate
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False Theories about Suffering 

by Sr. Joyce Rupp, OSV 
from 

Praying Our Goodbyes 
Praying Our Goodbyes.  1988. Notre Dame, Indiana: Ave Maria Press. 

 
 
 
In her book, entitled, Praying Our Goodbyes, Sr. Joyce Rupp proposes that there are 4 
theories about suffering that are always false. So, when grappling with these ourselves or 
helping others to do so, it might be helpful to keep these in mind: 
 
 

 
1. God sends the hurt, because He loves us so much.  Thus, the greater our 

difficulties, the greater is God’s love for us.  
 

2. God sends the pain, because we are being punished for our past sins.  
 

3. God sends the suffering to test us, to see if we really have faith and to prove our 
love in times of trial.   

 
4. God sends some suffering for some reason that we do not understand.  “It’s God’s 

will for us, and we must simply accept it.”  (Rupp, pp. 36-37) 
     
 
She concludes this section by stating, “not one of these four beliefs is an accurate 
approach for understanding the suffering of our broken places or for living through them.  
The major premise in all of these beliefs is false.  God does not send suffering to us.”   
(Rupp, p. 37) 
        
 
I would simply affirm Sr. Joyce’s thoughts by suggesting that, when helping each other to 
deal with the reality of suffering, there are two key statements to make over and over 
again: God did not cause it, and God will provide what we need to endure it and make us 
stronger because of it—always. 
  



Ten (10) Commonly Used Theological Expressions 
BE CAUTIOUS WITH ALL and AVOID SOME ALTOGETHER 

 
 

“It was his time…it was her time.” 
(None of us knows God’s plan.  This could imply that God chose to cause this to 

happen now.) 
 

“God is just testing you.” 
(No. Wrong.  Again, the premise is that God causes the suffering) 

 
“The devil’s got a-hold of you.” 

(No.  Wrong.  Bad theology.  This risks increasing the unfortunate and unhealthy 
belief that suffering is caused by the enemy.) 

 
“God needed another angel in heaven.” 

(Not good either.  The underlying implication is, “God takes someone from us.) 
 

“God needed him…God needed her more than we do.” 
(Again, this makes the statement that we know the mind of God.  We do not.) 

 
“Time heals all wounds.” 

(In many cases, true.  However, more is needed than time. Again, it also 
downplays the sacredness of where the person is in the experience.) 

 
“Well, at least…” 

(anything that follows diminishes the value, sacredness of one’s pain.) 
 

“It’s all part of God’s plan.” 
(What was?  The car wreck?  The cancer? The robbery?  The rape?  The 

miscarriage?  Any statement that implies that we know God’s will and “pin the 
suffering on God” is not healthy theology. 

 
“Everything happens for a reason.” 

(This may be so, in that every bad thing can bring us, ultimately to a better place. 
But this is just not a good thing to say when someone is in the middle of the pain.) 

 
“You’re gonna be okay.” 

(As long as this is followed up with something like, “…but okay does not 
necessarily mean ‘the same.’”) 

  



Ten (10) Examples of BAD ADVICE 

Here are some examples of some general advice-giving to avoid: 
 
 

 
“You shouldn’t feel that way.” 

 
“You just have to be strong.” 

 
“Just focus on the positive.” 

 
“Your loved one wouldn’t want you to be sad.” 

 
“You can (marry, have a baby, etc.) again.” 

 
“It’s been a year.  Aren’t you over it, yet?” 

 
“Don’t cry.” 

 
“You’ve got to move on with your life.” 

 
“To children – “You’re the man of the house now...Be strong for your mom.” 

 
“I know a web site to help you meet someone” 
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(For counseling references dealing with various issues 

and areas of life, you may contact Fr. Trey Nelson at 

the St. Jude Parish Office.  225-766-2431.) 
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